​Table of Contents

Laynie Portland, Renegade Spy

Part 1: Once a Spy

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Part 2: Once a Renegade

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Postscript

Books by Vikki Kestell

Laynie Portland

Nanostealth

The Tahoe Mysteries

A Prairie Heritage

Girls from the Mountain

About the Author

Laynie Portland,
Renegade Spy
©2019 Vikki Kestell
All Rights Reserved

Faith-Filled Fiction™

http://www.faith-filledfiction.com/
http://www.vikkikestell.com/

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Laynie Portland,
Renegade Spy

[image: ]


by Vikki Kestell
Available in Print and eBook Format
[image: Laynie Portland]

Once a spy, always a spy.
And once a renegade . . .
​DIRECTOR WOLFE BRINGS Laynie “in from the cold” to a place of relative safety. However, she will remain free only if she meets Wolfe’s three conditions. She must accept the new identity he gives her, and she must meet with an agency “shrink” to address the emotional damage caused by her years undercover. This counselor, handpicked by Wolfe, will evaluate Laynie and determine if she is fit to participate in his secret task force. Moreover, Laynie must remain in Wolfe’s witness protection program. The program will hide Laynie from those who are hunting her, but it will also greatly curtail her freedom.

Nothing goes as Laynie hopes. The rules grind and grate on her. They shackle her choices and constrict her movements. She feels controlled and manipulated. Her clashes with bureaucratic culture only serve to tighten the restrictions and send her spiraling downward, out of control. 

Meanwhile, in the background, dark forces are at work, forces that compel Laynie to disobey directives in order to save a life. Rather than proving her value to Wolfe’s satisfaction, Laynie’s risky exploit marks her as a faithless renegade, a rebel whose insubordination may earn her harsh, ruinous consequences. 

Laynie must fight to earn her place on the task force—even as unfolding events expose a looming danger. Wolfe’s task force has a leak . . . one that threatens them all.
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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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To My Readers

This book is a work of fiction, 
what I term Faith-Filled Fiction™. 
While the characters and events are fiction,
they are situated within the historical record.
To God be the glory.​​​​
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October 2001

LAYNIE LEANED HER HEAD against the plane’s window and stared out into the night, seeing nothing except the blinking navigation lights on the wings of the jet. Her thoughts returned to the events of the past several hours and sifted through them again. 

When Director Wolfe had called an end to the short visit with her family, Tobin had escorted her to one of Wolfe’s two waiting vehicles and climbed in beside her. Their driver and the agent in the front passenger seat said nothing. Their vehicle simply trailed the other Suburban away from Kari’s home and retraced the route back to Lincoln. When they arrived at the airport, the two vehicles followed a winding route through airport property, away from the commercial runways to a private airstrip. They boarded a waiting Gulfstream business jet—first the enigmatic Jack Wolfe, his four men, then Laynie—with Tobin at the tail end of the parade.

Tobin steered Laynie into a vacant seat at the front of the plane and settled into the rear-facing seat opposite her. However, as soon as the jet taxied, took off, and reached its cruising altitude, one of Wolfe’s men motioned Tobin into the aisle. 

The man carried a camera bag, a folded tripod, and a collapsible screen. He pulled a brush and a mirror from the bag and handed them to Laynie. 

“Arrange your hair, if you would, please. Something professional.”

Laynie glanced in the mirror. Her cheekbones seemed more pronounced than normal, her eyes tired and hollowed. 

Guess I’ve lost some weight.

She ran the brush through her blonde hair, gathered its length, wound it into a chignon at the base of her neck and tucked in the ends. The camera guy asked Laynie to scoot forward in her seat. He opened the screen’s stand, set the stand behind her seat, and pulled down a pale blue backdrop that hung between her and her seatback. 

The agent then sat in the seat opposite Laynie, mounted his camera on its tripod and snapped away. After he’d taken about ten shots, he retracted the blue backdrop and pulled down an off-white one. He snapped ten more shots, then disassembled his equipment, packed it up, nodded, and returned to the back of the plane.

Laynie saw that Tobin was no longer standing in the aisle. During the photo shoot, a signal from behind Laynie had called Tobin to the back of the plane, leaving her alone at the front. That was fine with her. She wanted and needed to be left alone with her thoughts. She switched off the lights over her seat, and leaned her face on the window glass. Gazed into the darkness.

From the moment Tobin had shepherded her out of Kari’s house into the waiting Suburban, Laynie hadn’t spoken a word. She had spent the time on the road in brooding reverie. In the air, she had relived the brief hours she’d spent with her family, desperate to commit to memory each word, gesture, and embrace. She clung to those memories and held them tight, convinced this encounter with them would be the last she would ever have.

I must carve these sweet memories into my soul. They will sustain me through what is ahead.

Underlying her deliberations, a creeping, slithering whisper questioned whether the reunion had actually taken place. Had it been real? Had she knelt and laid her head on her mother’s knees? Had Mama and Dad spoken to her, embraced her, and forgiven her for seven long years of silence? 

Or had her starved, emaciated heart only imagined it?

Laynie forced herself to acknowledge that the wall of inner strength on which she’d leaned for so many years was crumbling—and she no longer had the will to shore it up. Would it fail her altogether? What would happen if she just “let go,” ceased struggling, and let the façade fall? 

She was so weary of the fight. 

I’m in trouble, close to a full-on meltdown. 

The lurking despondency drove her back to the memories of that precious respite within the walls of Kari’s home, a single hour when she had honestly felt safe and whole.

Mama. Dad. Kari. Shannon. Robbie. Will we meet again?

Kari seemed to believe they would. What was the last thing she had said?

“The Lord be with you, Laynie. We’ll see each other again. Until then? Wherever you go, little sister, our hearts . . . our hearts will always be safest in him.”

In him. 

Kari had meant, “in Jesus.”

How had she answered Kari? “I’m not quite ready to, you know, take those steps to become a Christian, but it’s not for lack of God’s intervention in my life.”

And Kari had replied, “Acknowledging his hand on your life is a big step in the right direction. You’ll get there. I know you will . . . but please, Laynie—no one can count on tomorrow. Don’t wait too long to give yourself to the Savior, to wholly surrender to the Lordship of Christ. He loves you so!”

But why would you hide me from Zakhar, intervene and save me from many perils, bring me back to those I love—only to rip me away from them in the next moment? 

It struck Laynie that she was talking to him. To Jesus. 

No. More like she was talking at him.

You love me? I find that difficult to believe. It was hard to swallow even as a child. And if you do love me, then why did you help me escape from Petroff? And why am I headed away from my family instead of remaining with them? What was the point? What purpose does it serve for me to go on working for Marstead—or whatever organizational designation they’ll slap on me? To what end?

Tobin returned to his seat, a thick folder tucked under his arm. Laynie ignored him, kept her face planted on the window. He opened the folder and began to read. 

Despite the recent softening of her heart, she found a tiny bubble swelling within her. She studied it with cool detachment. The bubble expanded. It filled with resentment. And she did nothing to staunch its growth.

Laynie heard the whine of the jet’s landing gear coming down. What time is it?

It had been around 11:00 p.m. when the two Suburbans arrived at the Lincoln airport. They had boarded Director Wolfe’s jet and taken off shortly after. Now, less than three hours of flight later, they were preparing to land. During that time, Laynie had pulled in on herself, had sunk under the weight of her own thoughts and disappointment.

When the aircraft came to a standstill, the copilot emerged from the cockpit to unlock and release the hatch. The door opened out and down, converting to a short run of steps leading to the tarmac. Wolfe and his men, without a word or glance, filed past Laynie and deplaned. Tobin waited for Laynie to leave her seat and move toward the exit before falling in behind her. Laynie paused in the cabin doorway. A chilly breeze stroked her face as she scanned their surroundings. 

They’d landed, Laynie presumed, somewhere inland of the East Coast, an hour ahead of Nebraska’s central time zone, perhaps 3:00 or 3:30 a.m.? Hours before sunrise. The landing field’s lights illuminated a small airport, but she could see nothing beyond what the lights disclosed nor did she spy signage that told her where they were.

Two black Suburbans—twins of the vehicles they’d left in Nebraska—rolled across the tarmac and pulled close to their plane. Wolfe and his four men climbed into the first of the vehicles and immediately drove away. The driver of the second vehicle rolled down his window and waved Tobin and Laynie over.

“That’s our ride,” Tobin murmured when Laynie hesitated. 

Without acknowledging him, she descended the stairs and headed toward the car. Tobin reached for the door before she could and opened it. 

“Still with the Southern good ol’ boy manners?” Laynie muttered, sliding in toward the opposite door. 

He scooted onto the back seat beside her. “Somethin’ like that.”

The driver put the car into motion.

Laynie, loath to start a conversation but concerned about their destination, asked, “Where’s he taking us?” Taking me, she added silently.

“A secure location to start with. Until we’ve nailed down a few things.”

“We? You’re one of them now?”

Tobin sighed and looked down on his meaty hands. “You noticed Wolfe wave me to the rear of the plane after we left Lincoln, right? He—well, mostly his aide—spent the better part of an hour briefing me.” 

“What’s in the folder?”

“Background reading. Initial instructions. We’ll get into the details later, at the safe house.” He paused, mulling over his next words.

The countryside along their route was cloaked in night shadows, a rolling, wooded landscape with a glimpse here and there of a darkened house tucked into the trees. Laynie studied the landscape, searching for clues as to their whereabouts, waiting for Tobin to continue. Except he didn’t.

“Aaand?” Laynie disliked having to pump him for information where it concerned her. Her peevish, one-word kick-in-the-side restarted him.

“And I’ll be your handler for the foreseeable future.”

“But you’re not . . . us. You’re a marshal.”

“Yeah, well, apparently my superiors in the Marshals Service have sold me to Jack Wolfe, lock, stock, and barrel.”

“Can they do that without your permission? And why would they do that?”

“Why? Because I have a ‘preexisting rapport’ with you—and they think you’re pretty important.”

That bubble of resentment in Laynie’s gut awoke. Burbled. Exhaled. Enlarged. “They appointed you my ball and chain and so you’re putting the blame on me?”

Tobin shook his head. “You’re reading me all wrong, Marta. I said or implied no such thing.”

“My name isn’t Marta,” she snarled.

Tobin’s temper flared back. “Looky here, missy—I didn’t ask for this post any more than you did. You should at least be civil while they uproot my entire life and derail my career just so you have someone you know at your side.”

“Oh, I should be civil, should I? While they ‘uproot your entire life and derail’ your poor, itty-boo ‘career’? They put a freaking hit on me, Tobin. Made me scramble, claw, hide, lie, cheat, steal, and crawl on my belly just to stay alive—and you’re concerned about your career?”

Tobin’s jaw flexed, but his mild hazel eyes flicked toward the driver. “Save it,” he whispered, “until we can talk in private.”

“Fine.” Laynie sat back and stared out the window. 

On the other side of the car, Tobin mused softly, “Did we just have our first fight?”

Laynie huffed and turned her face away.
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FOLLOWING A FORTY-MINUTE drive wending deeper into hilly, treed countryside, the driver pulled over on the shoulder at a rutted, seemingly disused road enclosed on both sides by thick brush. A rusted gate blocked the road. An equally rusted sign hung on the gate. 

BROADSWORD ACRES
NO TRESPASSING
The steel post on which the gate locked had a hollow space near its top. The driver reached a hand into the hollow. It looked to Laynie, who was watching carefully, like he may have fingered something . . . maybe keyed in a passcode? A moment later, the gate released.

Huh. Things are not as derelict as they appear.

The driver tugged on the gate, opening the road for them to drive through. He got behind the wheel, motored through the opening, put the car in park, got out again, and closed the gate behind them. He got back in and drove on, the rutted road gaining elevation as it wound ahead. 

Morning was closer now. Laynie leaned on her door, her eyes busy. She searched for cameras watching the road and spotted three of them—although she may have missed some. Around a mile from the turnoff, the road canted abruptly to the right. Almost immediately, they encountered a tall iron gate, a guard shack, and a pair of armed guards who were, clearly, expecting them.

Key pad plus cameras equals advance notice.

Tobin and the driver rolled down their windows and a guard, with one hand on the butt of his holstered sidearm, pointed a flashlight into the vehicle, while the other guard, his service weapon drawn and held at the ready, stood back and monitored the situation.

“Clear,” the first guard said.

The second guard holstered his weapon, stepped into the guard shack, pressed a button, and the gate rolled aside. The Suburban wound up the road as it twisted and turned, until they reached a wide clearing on the hillside. The major feature in the center of the clearing was a rustic, two-story cabin of indeterminate size and age. An elderly suited man awaited them on the cabin’s covered porch.

Tobin went around to Laynie’s door and extended a hand to help her out. She slapped his hand away and slid out without assistance. 

Shrugging, Tobin pointed. “After you.”

The waiting gentleman, weathered and bent, smiled. His attire—a brilliantly white shirt worn under an impeccable suitcoat and tie—was as incongruous to the setting as was his formal greeting. “Good morning, miss. Good morning, sir. Welcome to Broadsword Acres. I’m Richard, the caretaker. Please come inside and make yourselves at home.” 

Home. Riiight, Laynie mocked silently. Her attitude was trending toward embittered fast.

Richard led them through an entry to a living room entirely in keeping with the cabin’s rustic exterior. A rock fireplace and chimney separated the living room from a dining area. Opposite the fireplace, on the same side as the entrance, a large window looked out on the clearing and toward the rising sun. 

East. That way.

Laynie walked to the window. It afforded them a view of the hillside they’d traversed. Heavy woods flowed away from the cabin in all directions. Then she perceived the curious thickness of the window’s glass.

Bulletproof? 

Such glass was more bullet-resistant than bulletproof. “Bulletproof” glass consisted of layers of laminated glass, polycarbonate, or acrylic. The outermost layer would be composed of a “soft” material that possessed a relatively elastic quality. When a bullet struck the window, that outermost layer would “stretch” upon impact to absorb and offset the force of the round before the bullet penetrated to the next layer—which would, in a perfect world, prevent the round from going farther, thus protecting the intended target standing only feet beyond. 

The composition and thickness of the fused materials dictated how resistant the glass was rated, the rating based upon the number and caliber of rounds for which it would provide protection. A bulletproof window was something of a delaying mechanism, saving the target from the first attack, giving him time to take cover and respond in kind.

Of course, no glass, however bulletproof, ever stood up against a well-aimed RPG.

Laynie came to herself. “What?”

“I was saying, miss, that you have the second room at the top of the stairs to the left. The gentleman will have the room just beyond yours. A guard will stand post in the hallway while you sleep, and we have two guard-and-dog teams patrolling the grounds at all times.”

“Nice.” The word emerged through her gritted teeth. 

Note to self, Laynie. Don’t try to sneak off the grounds. This place is designed both to keep attackers out and to keep inmates in. I wonder how many Soviet defectors have been “guests” here over the years?

“Did you have an opportunity to sleep during your journey? If not, feel free to take your leisure now.” 

There was an accent down deep in Richard’s cordiality. Although he’d worked hard to eradicate it, Laynie’s fine-tuned ear caught it. British, she concluded, from the north country.

“Thank you, no. I’m fine for the moment.”

“Very well. As it is near enough morning, we could prepare breakfast for the two of you if that suits?”

Tobin spoke. “That would be great. Thanks. And is there a private place where the lady and I might speak?”

“Private place” translation? Secure and soundproof.

“Of course. Our little conference room—which is swept regularly for bugs. Oh, and I have been asked to inform you that your things are on their way, miss, and will be delivered here by this evening.”

“My things?”

“Yes, I understand that Director Wolfe had his people empty your apartment and send along your personal belongings. He felt you would prefer to have your own things sooner rather than later.”

Tobin’s brows lifted. “Impressively efficient.” 

Laynie didn’t react immediately. 

Impressively efficient. Meaning Marstead. 

Why, how kind of them. 

Hypocrites!

She responded with biting sarcasm. “Ah, me! Would that Director Wolfe had been as ‘impressively efficient’ when I begged and pleaded to be pulled from the field—but I guess that was just too much for li’l ol’ me to ask—someone who’d given twenty-four years of loyal service to the director’s precious Marstead International.”

Richard’s mouth opened in astonishment. Tobin, though, frowned, clearly troubled by the vehemence of her outburst.

Laynie swiveled on her heel. “Which way to your secure conference room, Richard? I have the feeling Marshal Tobin here is dying to brief me on my new assignment.” 

Richard saw them to the conference room and left them there with a whispered, “I’ll just see to your breakfast, shall I?”

Laynie sauntered around the small room—its furnishings composed of conference table, conference call equipment, and six matching chairs, all modern, totally belying the cabin’s rustic atmosphere. 

She flopped into a seat. “So, what’s up, Deputy Marshal Tobin? Whatcha got in your little Marstead folder for me?”

Tobin took a chair more carefully, eyeing her. “Would you prefer that I call you Elaine instead of Marta?” 

Laynie shrugged. “Whatever. I’m sure it’ll change anyway, Tobin.”

“Told you m’ friends call me Quince or Quincy.”

“Ah, but are we friends, Tobin? That’s the burning question, isn’t it? I mean, if Marstead has co-opted you, how can I determine if you’re friend or foe?”

Tobin slapped the folder on the table, and Laynie started at its sharp crack. 

Tobin didn’t notice. 

“I’m about t’ lose m’ temper with you, Marta. I hain’t done a thing t’ warrant your disdain. Fact is, last time we spoke, you called me and we talked fer a long spell, even tossed ’round dinner date ideas. What, ’zactly, have I done since then that is so all-fired stuck in your craw?”

“What’s stuck in my craw? You joining up with Marstead, that’s what! And why does that bother me? Well! Let me tell you. Until quite recently, I’ve been deep undercover as the live-in mistress of one Vassili Aleksandrovich Petroff. I spent the last seven years of my life with that man. Do you know who I’m talking about, Tobin? Vassili Aleksandrovich Petroff? Name ring a bell?”

Tobin slowly nodded. 

“Yeah, him. Filthy-rich Russian politician-slash-oligarch. Seven years! Oh, does the idea that I slept with him shock your tender sensibilities? Well, guess what? I spent the entirety of my Marstead career as a whore for their purposes. What do you think of that, huh, Tobin?”

But Tobin didn’t want to meet her gaze, didn’t want to acknowledge that truth about her.

So much for freaking dinner dates.

“I stayed true to Petroff and my undercover legend through those seven years—never a misstep. I singlehandedly stole critical intel from him, more than you could imagine. It became easier to steal from him as time went on, as Petroff became inured to my presence and his personal OPSEC at home slackened. 

“But in order to remain in place, I had to tolerate Petroff’s tyrannical control over all aspects of my life—his say over every bite I ate, the clothes I wore, where I went, and the opinions I voiced—not to mention that I had to endure his insane jealousy, his temper, and his violence.”

Tobin’s chin jerked up then, and she watched the pupils of his eyes flare. 

His outrage only added fuel to her anger. “Oh, dear me! Does it bother you, Quincy, that Petroff beat me? That I suffered his repeated physical abuse? Oh, yes, I knew that Petroff had a cold, unforgiving temper when I engaged with him. I knew that he often yelled and cursed when angry. I put up with his idiosyncrasies. I was able to deflect or tolerate them—until about two years ago when things abruptly changed. 

“On that momentous day, Petroff, while in a perfect fury, pinched me. Hard. Hard enough to bruise. Soon his pinches broke skin. Then, he slapped me. It was the first time, but certainly not the last. His slaps came more often after that, until he began to punch and hit me at will, knocking me down or intentionally raising bruises on my face, arms, abdomen. 

“I think he came to enjoy the abuse, the physical release of his anger. He particularly relished grabbing my hair and slamming my head into the nearest piece of furniture. Over the past year, he ‘gifted’ me with two concussions and six stitches—and his control and abuse grew worse by the day. 

“In the seven years I’d known him, six years lived with him in Moscow, I hadn’t had a single respite from the stress, hadn’t known a moment of peace or safety, not a second when I didn’t need to watch what I said or did, when I wasn’t hypervigilant, carefully gauging his moods, assuaging his ego, and juggling my survival on the tightrope of grand deception. 

“Nearly a year ago, I reported the violence to Marstead and requested they bring me in. The answer was, ‘No. Stay on task.’ Five months later, I told them I didn’t know how much longer I could maintain my cover. I was close to cracking under the pressure, you see, and worried that I would blow the entire charade. Did they listen to me? No—because the intel I passed to them was too valuable for them to forego. The intel was, apparently, more valuable than my sanity or my life.”

Her mouth twisted up in anger, and Laynie looked away. She stared over Tobin’s shoulder into the wall behind him. Dropped into sullen silence.

Tobin sucked his bottom lip between his teeth, chewed on it a moment, then said carefully, evenly, “I don’t know much about the Marstead organization yet, Marta. Wolfe briefed me on a few things with the assurance of more to come, but here’s the thing. I don’t know of any US government agency that treats their people the way you’ve described.”

Laynie shook her head. “But that’s just it, Tobin. Marstead isn’t a US government agency. Not officially. We—they—are self-financed through the company’s legit business enterprises, so no congressional oversight. 

“Also, it’s a joint US–NATO intelligence-gathering venture focused on acquiring intel on emerging aeronautics and, specifically, weapons technology—and I have fed them thousands of Soviet and Russian secrets via Petroff’s swaggering braggadocio and lax personal vigilance.”

“And you petitioned Marstead to bring you in? Twice?”

“Yes. After waiting months for a response to my second request, I had an opportunity to meet personally with Nyström, my direct supervisor in St. Petersburg. I confronted him, demanded an answer to my request. He had the gall to tell me he hadn’t taken my request seriously! He ‘suggested’ that I buck up, go back to Petroff, and stick it out—even though he could, with his own eyes, see the bruises creeping out from my hairline and the blood in my eye from Petroff’s latest fit of rage.

“I told him I couldn’t go back, that I was losing it. When I demanded an official answer to my request, Nyström had an immediate and inexplicable change of attitude. He quite miraculously pulled new orders for me from his desk drawer. What were those new orders, you ask? Show up in Stockholm for a morning meeting with my former handler, Alvarsson. Take the afternoon train to Tallinn, Nyström said, and catch the night ferry to Stockholm.”

Tobin looked confused. “And?”

“It was a ruse, Tobin, a means of getting me on the ferry. Nyström had orders to feel me out, to test how resolved I was to quit my field assignment. Someone in my chain of command had already decided that if I showed myself determined to leave Petroff, then I would be deemed ‘unstable’ and, therefore, a security risk to the Marstead intelligence network. An unacceptable risk.”

“And that meant . . .”

“That meant I was about to have a ‘tragic accident’ during the crossing from Tallinn to Stockholm. Marstead agents would ensure that I ‘slipped and fell’ overboard during the crossing. Whoops! Problem solved!” 

Her voice rose to a near shout. “Marstead issued a network-wide hit on me, Quincy!”

He swallowed. “Are you . . . how could you be certain that was their plan?”

Laynie’s reply was all ice. “I have an ally within Marstead who confirmed the order, warned me not to insist that they pull me from the field—that if I did, they intended to kill me. Well, his warning came too late. I’d already triggered the order. So, I did the only thing left to me—I took matters into my own hands and left Petroff that day, but I also left Marstead. Resigned. I thought I had a foolproof ‘mutually assured destruction’ insurance policy in place. Enough dirt to keep both the Russians and Marstead at bay.” 

She shook her head. “But they kept after me anyway. I was okay the first couple weeks, until I reached Paris, intent on flying to the States. That’s when I spotted a Marstead team in the airport and was forced to change plans. I evaded the team and fled to London on the channel train and boarded the flight to New York the next morning. That’s when I met you.”

Tobin looked up. “I told you before, Marta. God put you on the flight. If he hadn’t, everyone on the plane would have died that day, as well as hundreds or thousands on the ground.”

“That may be so, but it sure didn’t end my problems. Somehow Petroff’s assassin, Zakhar, discovered I was on that flight and followed me to Moncton when we were rerouted. Remember Lieutenant Paul Moreau?”

Tobin shot her a dark look. “I do. The news reported that someone murdered him and his wife. What do you know about it?”

“I know it was Zakhar who killed the Lieutenant and his wife. He assumed the Lieutenant’s identity and nearly caught me several times on my way to Nebraska. Every step I took, I knew the Russians and Marstead were hunting me, closing in.”

“But it ended well, didn’t it?”

“Ended well? You mean I survived despite my own agency’s perfidy? Last night, Director Wolfe told me the retirement order came from one of his European deputy directors, that it was an ‘unsanctioned’ hit. Talk about passing the buck! He insists he knew nothing of the order, but I’ve learned my lesson. I can’t trust a word he says.”

Laynie’s anger petered out. “I don’t know who I can trust anymore—and that, all that, Tobin? That’s what’s stuck in my craw.”

She lapsed again into that thousand-yard stare over Tobin’s shoulder. 

“I’m having trouble understanding, Marta. Not the Russians pursuing you part, but the retirement order bit. We . . . we Americans don’t do that to our own people.”

Laynie shrugged. “Well, sure. The Marshals and FBI don’t and, supposedly, the CIA doesn’t. But, like I said, Marstead doesn’t operate by US agency rules. They are a law unto themselves.”

She uttered another sardonic laugh. “Welcome to the world of Marstead, Tobin. A word of warning, Quince? Watch your back.”

It was Tobin who flinched this time.

A knock sounded on the conference room door, putting an end to their conversation for the moment. Tobin opened the door to Richard, who wheeled a cart into the room. 

“There now,” Richard said, “I have a hot, nutritious breakfast for the two of you, sure to perk you up. Scrambled eggs, fried potatoes, bacon, buttered toast, honeydew melon, and fresh coffee. Oh, yes! Chilled OJ, too.”

He positioned place settings before them and transferred the covered dishes to the table.

“Press star 7 on the phone’s keypad if you require anything further, anything at all.”

“Thanks, Richard,” Tobin answered.

Laynie said nothing. She uncovered the food, served herself a small helping of eggs and fruit, and began to eat. 

Tobin, fixing a dubious eye on Laynie, filled his plate—there was more than enough for the two of them. “Hey, Marta, eat up. Have a few slices of toast and bacon. Looks to me like you’ve lost some weight since I last saw you. Too much, I think.”

Laynie glanced up and blinked stupidly. On her third blink, her chair flew backward, crashed into the wall, and fell over. She stood where her chair had been, threw her fork onto the table, and screamed, “Don’t you dare tell me what to eat or how much to eat! Don’t you *bleeping* dare!”

Tobin gaped. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry—you’re right, completely right. What you eat is not my business. It’s no one’s business. I apologize. I truly do.”

Her body shaking, Laynie stared down at the table.

“Marta. Please forgive me?”

Still trembling, she picked up her chair and dropped into it. “Sure, pal. Whatever. Just keep your *blank* opinions to yourself.”

Despite the thick haze of tension in the room, Tobin continued eating. Laynie alternately picked at her eggs or stabbed bites of melon again and again without ever putting them in her mouth. She remained angry, but when Tobin polished off his plate, she cleared the table, stacking the dishes on the cart, and resumed her seat. 

“I need to tie up a couple of loose ends, Tobin. I don’t want them weighing on me going forward.”

“Okay. Let’s hear them. I’ll do what I can.”

She folded her hands on the table and stared at them. “I made some friends after I left Moncton and became Elaine Granger. Bought a motor home from a sweet retired couple, Shaw and Bessie Bradshaw. They’re precious people, Tobin. When they found out Zakhar was hunting me, they helped me anyway. After we parted company, we kept in touch by text. But if they don’t hear from me soon, I think they will be worried sick. Afraid Zakhar’s found me.”

“You’re off the grid now, no longer Elaine Granger. What exactly is it you want me to do about these people, Marta?”

“I know Director Wolfe won’t allow me to have direct contact with them . . . ever again, but he could arrange two things that would, I believe, relieve their minds . . . and mine.”

Tobin opened the folder to a clean sheet of notepaper. “I can’t promise anything, but I can pass along your requests. Give me the details.”

Laynie recited the Bradshaw’s mobile phone number. “They are staying with their son in Penticton, B.C. If someone could call them . . . or show up on their doorstep and let them know I’m safe? Tell them thank you for everything, and say goodbye for me—”

Laynie’s throat closed on her. She had to stop talking and wait a moment for her emotions to relax their hold on her throat. “I bought Daisy from the Bradshaws, you see, but had to abandon her along the way, and—”

“I’m sorry, you bought what from them? A daisy?”

“I bought their old motor home, sort of a retro hippy mobile. Shaw and Bessie named her Daisy. I had to leave Daisy and cross the US–Canadian border without her. Since I never filed the bill of sale, Daisy legally still belongs to them. I’d like for Shaw to retrieve her from where I left her. Find her a good home.”

She dictated the directions to Bart and Liz’s bait shop, explaining that Bart had the keys to Daisy.

“I’ll pass your requests along to Director Wolfe’s aide. Again, no promises, but I’ll press their importance as much as I can.”

Having made her requests, Laynie felt a small measure of relief, but only for a moment. 

“Yeah, I get it. No promises, but thanks anyway. So, what’s next, Tobin?” The anger that had boiled over minutes before heated again and scorched her words with sarcasm.

Tobin, conceding to himself that Laynie’s simmering fury and distrust weren’t issues he could resolve, referred to his notes. “I don’t have details for you today, just the broad strokes at this time, an outline for the near future.”

“Okay. Out with it.”

“We’ll stay here in the safe house coupla nights, maybe longer. Wolfe’s people will come here to brief you on your new identity and provide you with a start-up work wardrobe.”

“A work wardrobe?”

“Sure. Uh, clothes in keeping with the environment in which you’ll be working.”

“Working where? And when?”

“Where? In a facility they’re prepping for us. When? When they finish and have assembled the team they want. In the meantime, Wolfe’s aide told me they were preselecting a number of apartments for us to choose from, one for you, one for me. When they have the selections scoped out, we’ll pick two, and get situated.”

“Situated? Separate apartments for us—you and I—to choose from?”

“Yeah, you and I. Look, I’m not going to blow smoke up your tailpipe, Marta, concerning my role on this new team or task force or whatever Wolfe decides to call it. My primary responsibility will be to support you.”

Laynie snarked, “Support me?”

“Yup. Support your, um, reintegration into American society and watch your back while you adjust. We’ll have neighboring apartments, share a car, and work the same hours and same assignments.”

“You’re going to babysit me.”

“Pretty much.”

Laynie’s head moved slowly side to side. “I don’t need a babysitter, Tobin.”

“That’s neither my decision nor is it yours. Wolfe seems to think you need a friend close by for a time.”

Laynie’s eyes smoldered. So did her terse, “Riiight.”

Tobin soldiered on. “I know you’re not going to like this next part, so I’ll just say it straight out. You’ll be staying here today, but I’m leaving as soon as we’re done here.”

“What?”

“I hope to be back by tomorrow evening, but I can’t promise. Need to go home, make some arrangements, take care of personal stuff. After that, I have to meet with Wolfe’s people for a more in-depth briefing.”

“You’re leaving me here . . . in this prison?”

“I’m leaving you in a safe house, Marta, the operative word being safe. I don’t know how much danger you’re in. There’s Petroff and his people, and Wolfe mentioned something about the Ukrainian mafiya? If I’m to safeguard you after we leave this place, I need to know what Marstead knows about the dangers out there.”

He stood. “I have to get on the road now. While I’m gone, Richard will see to your needs, his people will keep you safe, and you can get some rest.”

Laynie’s brittle laugh crescendoed toward a high note that she choked off with a forced cough. She covered her momentary loss of control with another laugh. 

“Rest? Sure. You know that old saying, don’t you, Tobin? No rest for the wicked? It’s a perfect fit.”
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TOBIN LEFT LAYNIE FUMING in the conference room. When Richard ventured to remove the breakfast cart, she stirred. 

“Richard?”

“Yes, miss?”

“What are my limitations here?”

“Limitations? Why, you can do whatever you like, miss.”

“Except leave.”

“Well, there is that. The fence is the perimeter, so you won’t mistakenly attempt to, uh, depart. However, the grounds are lovely this time of year and quite spacious. We even have horses and a few approved riding trails back behind us, farther into the woods.”

“Horses?”

“In the stables around the back. Do you ride, miss?”

“Occasionally.” 

She and Petroff had stayed in the country homes of his wealthy friends, several of which had boasted stables. Laynie had learned to ride reasonably well. She’d also learned to live within the boundaries of those and Petroff’s country properties. Guards and fences? Nothing new to her—which is what rankled.

From one gilded cage to another, she thought.

“Our groundskeeper doubles as our stable man, and we have three horses,” Richard continued. “Our man can saddle the mount you choose. As I said when you arrived, please make yourself at home here.” 

Richard wheeled the cart away, and Laynie was again alone. Eventually, she rose and walked about the “cabin’s” ground floor, finding it rustic only on the surface. The interior was well maintained and appointed. Spacious, although not overly so. 

She walked out the front door, noting this time the reinforcements on it—a solid steel door paneled over with rough, stained wood to provide the impression it belonged to a cabin. She glanced at the door jamb and hinges, finding that they, too, were upgraded, set into a recessed steel frame.

Could take a mortar round. Once.

Closing the door behind her, she strode to the edge of the porch, leaned against the wooden rails, and studied the grounds. Found one of the guards and his dog walking the perimeter near where the grass ended and the trees began. Laynie stepped off the porch and made a wide and leisurely circumference of the house, counting windows and doors, locating the second guard-and-dog team, identifying an overly large three-car garage and a couple small cabins and outbuildings. The stables sat farther back. Shadowed breaks in the tree line marked the two riding trails Richard had mentioned. 

My best move would be to scout the fence line on horseback, find the ideal location to cut through the fence—I’d need a few tools for that—somewhere close enough to the road that I could follow it down the mountain without being seen on camera. 

She began a casual saunter toward the back of the manicured lawn, flicking glances at the garage and other buildings as she walked. When she was halfway to the tree line, she angled toward the sheds.

“The stables are this way, miss,” a voice spoke at her elbow. 

Laynie whirled and struck out, her movements purely defensive, unplanned. The man who’d spoken was faster than she was. He dodged, sprang back, and stepped to the side to throw off her next move. But Laynie didn’t strike out a second time. 

“You shouldn’t sneak up on a person that way. You startled me.”

“I can see that. Sorry. I’m Bo. Groundskeeper and stable boy.” Bo was blond, compact, and wiry. He possessed the self-assured air of a man who knows how to handle himself.

“More than that, I think.”

“All members of the staff are proficient at a variety of tasks, miss.”

Laynie snorted. “Richard, too? What is he, like, eighty?”

“Richard more than most of us, miss, and I believe he’s going on eighty-two. But don’t let his age fool you. Forty years in Her Majesty’s Royal Navy, he was. Veteran of World War II, British Pacific Fleet, and right on through the Falklands War. He’s a legend, he is. A disciplined operator, tough as brass studs. He could put you down without mussing his tie.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

Bo’s smile was one-sided. “Don’t test him. I once did—had bruises for a week.”

“Well, how . . . Richard is British, you said? How did he end up here?”

“Oh, there’s always an organization looking for qualified and experienced souls like Richard. Of course, in our organization, we also look for men and women with principled characters and the right values.”

“The right values.” A drip of derision tainted her words. 

“Yes, values. He’s run this place for close to a decade and a half, providing a sanctuary for those needing protection.”

“He the reason this place is named Broadsword Acres?”

“There may have been an HMS Broadsword afloat during the Falklands War.”

“I see.”

“And, a’course, he runs Broadsword pretty much like a British ship of the line during the Napoleonic Wars, press gang and all. He will tolerate no hair or detail out of place nor any staffer who grumbles or slacks in his or her duties, particularly those who guard the perimeter—if I make myself clear?”

A cloak of weariness dropped over Laynie. “Crystal.”

Bo took Laynie’s arm. “Now, the stables? Let’s take a look. I think you’ll enjoy those during your stay.” 

He tugged gently, and Laynie went along with him. 
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LAYNIE CLIMBED THE stairs to her room as soon as she’d eaten dinner that evening. She was absolutely beat, having been awake two full days. She’d avoided her room most of the day, afraid she’d see the mattress, crash on it, and wake up in the middle of the night, her sleep cycle out of whack for the next few weeks. 

Instead, she’d ridden one of the trails behind the safe house with Bo as her “guide.” He’d pointed out a few freshwater springs and some lovely waterfalls below them. When they reached the fenced property line, he jerked his chin at the woods beyond the fence, thick with brush. The woods were so dense that Laynie could see neither daylight nor the possibility of escape on horseback in that direction. Moreover, that part of the property faced nothing but wilderness for miles. Bo also casually gestured at the cameras placed in the trees along the fence line.

Cutting through the fence? Not a viable escape plan.

They’d been out an hour when Bo dismounted at a rocky face that reared up before them unexpectedly. He pointed up the face with a questioning look. Nodding her acceptance of the challenge, Laynie and Bo freeclimbed the wall, forty feet of it, to reach a ledge where the whole of the world seemed to spread before them. 

The beauty of the view was marred only by what Laynie understood Bo to be showing her. 

Nowhere to go, and no easy way to get there.

Laynie gave herself over to the hard physical exercise of climbing down and riding another hour, hoping it would calm her mind and heart. It had, at the very least, kept her occupied for most of the day. 

Late in the afternoon, as Richard had mentioned that morning, a man arrived with her personal belongings. He toted three boxes and her rucksack to her room, and she spent an hour going through their contents, first to assure herself that Wolfe hadn’t instructed his people to plant trackers on her clothes or within the rucksack, then to pack her rucksack with essentials should she seize an opportunity to slip away. 

Essentials? Unfortunately, those items she needed most were not included in her belongings. Missing were her laptop, phone, money, credit card, and Elaine Granger identification. 

Even should I manage to get away, how would I travel or survive? I’d have no money or any form of ID and, without ID, I’d have no ability to access any of my accounts.

At seven that evening, Richard had served her a lovely dinner. She ate what she could, but she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. She went up to her room, locked the door, stripped off her clothes, and showered.

She dug around until she found one of her nightgowns, threw it on, and dropped onto the bed. She woke only once, shivering because she hadn’t covered herself. She pulled up the blankets and tumbled into a deep, dreamless state the remainder of the night.

[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2
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WHEN LAYNIE AWOKE IN the morning, she felt rested and antsy. She was also starving. She threw open the window to her room and stared out on the barriers that held her in this place—the thick, hilly forest around the lodge, the fencing, the guards. Less than two months of independence, the freedom to go where she pleased and do as she pleased, had not been enough to satisfy her. 

I will never willingly submit myself to being caged again.

A chilly breeze gusted through the open window, reminding her that October in the mountains was downright cold. She dug through the boxes holding her things, pulling out what she needed for the day. Among her personal hygiene items, she came upon the Bible Shaw and Bessie had left in Daisy. 

Laynie held the Bible a few minutes, drawn to open it, wishing again for those safe, peaceful afternoons of perusing the Gospels under Roger’s haybarn—but resentful at the same time of her present “incarceration.” 

She put the Bible back in the box. “I’ll get to you . . . later.”

She dressed in jeans and layered a pullover sweater atop a long-sleeved shirt. Tugged on thick socks and her running shoes. As she washed her face and brushed out her long hair, she wondered how she would endure another day of idleness, another day of not knowing what Wolfe planned to do with her. 

She’d no sooner approached the bar between the kitchen and dining room than Richard greeted her. 

“Good morning, miss.” He slid a mug of coffee across the countertop. She dropped onto a barstool right there and guzzled half the mug in one go. 

“Needed that,” she muttered.

Laynie looked around for a clock. It was just past eight in the morning. She’d slept longer than she thought she would. 

Tobin said he hoped to be back by this evening.

But he wouldn’t be.

“Excuse me, miss,” Richard said softly. “The gentleman you arrived with called and left word for you earlier.” 

“Yes?” It was telling to Laynie that Richard never asked for their names nor attempted to refer to them by name.

“With apologies, he will not return until tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow! And what am I supposed to do with myself until then?”

Richard removed his suitcoat, folded it in half and laid it across a chairback. He donned a plain, beige apron and cracked three eggs. He finished whisking them in a bowl before he answered. 

“The house and grounds have a number of pleasant diversions available to you. You are welcome to peruse our well-stocked library and selection of movies, avail yourself of our gymnasium, and ride or walk the grounds.”

The elderly man glanced up from under his craggy brows, and Laynie glimpsed something of the disciplined naval officer Bo had alluded to yesterday. 

“This is a safe and peaceful place, miss. Since your circumstances are not, at present, amenable to your being elsewhere, might I suggest that you make the most of a day of rest and relaxation? That you take advantage of the opportunity to refresh yourself?”

The beaten eggs sizzled and bubbled as he poured them into a hot sauté pan. He sprinkled diced chives, shredded cheese, and salt and pepper onto the eggs before adding, “The director has taken great care to ensure that no one knows where you are, that you are safe and protected. Even in the unlikely event that your, er, enemies should discover your whereabouts, I assure you, they could not reach you here.”

While the eggs cooked and cheese melted, he poured a tall glass of orange juice and set it before Laynie. He slid two slices of bread into a toaster and placed flatware and a folded napkin on the bar. Then he addressed her again, the battle-toughened warrior he concealed behind the “mild old gent” persona rising to the surface. 

“Any attackers would have to go through me, my people, and our robust defenses, miss. That would prove quite an expensive and disappointing mistake for them, do you ken?”

Laynie nodded. Maybe she did “ken.”

He ran a spatula around the edge of the pan and expertly folded half of the omelet mixture onto the other half. He placed a lid on the pan. Two minutes later, Richard removed the lid, lifted the pan by its handle and slid its contents onto a waiting plate. He set the plate under Laynie’s nose. The omelet was lightly browned, perfectly fluffy. Melted cheese oozed from its seams. 

“Would you prefer your toast buttered or unbuttered, miss?”

Laynie had to swallow the saliva that filled her mouth before she could reply. “Oh, buttered. Please.”
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AFTER BREAKFAST, LAYNIE walked the perimeter of the groomed clearing. A smooth path had been worn in the grass, indicating the regular route of the guard-and-dog teams. Each time she encountered one of the guards, he or she stepped aside for her to pass. She nodded at them. They nodded back, but it was unnerving how the German shepherds on their leashes fixed her with their gaze, their eyes never blinking or leaving her face, ready to act at a word from their handlers. 

On her second circuit around the grounds, she began to jog, setting an easy, leisurely tempo. On her third go-round, Bo joined her. 

“’Morning, miss. Thought you’d like some company.”

Laynie realized she didn’t mind. “Sure. Thanks.”

“Each circuit is a half mile,” he commented. “How many miles do you want to log?”

“I’m just running to burn off . . . my breakfast,” she answered. She’d almost said, “to burn off stress,” but changed her mind at the last moment.

“Like me to show you the gym after? Run you through a workout?”

“Sure. Sounds good.” She needed to use her body.

“Great. Now, let’s pick up this lazy pace, shall we?”

Bo edged ahead of her. Laynie increased her speed to match his. After another lap, they were both warmed up. Bo lengthened his stride. Laynie did, too. 

They ran six laps at that pace, three miles, then walked a circuit to cool down.

Bo tipped his head toward the garage. When he veered off the path toward it, Laynie followed. Up close, she realized she hadn’t detected the window set between the garage’s car doors and the peaked roofline—the window had been designed to blend into the garage’s siding. Nor had she noted the length of the building. A paved driveway led to the garage itself. A sidewalk ran from the driveway around the side. Bo led her down the sidewalk to a door at the back of the garage. He punched in a code and the door opened into a gymnasium. 

The front half of the garage was, ostensibly, for Broadsword’s vehicles, the back half for the gym. Laynie swept her gaze around the room, spotting a laundry room and what she assumed were the showers through open doors off the workout area. The gym itself had two top-of-the-line treadmills, two elliptical machines, a large training circuit, a broad range of free weights, and several mats for stretching. Two men were lifting weights. The room smelled of sweat and deodorizer.

“We have a dorm upstairs, over the garage. Two off-shift guards live on site as backup if needed, and every guard rotates through those backup positions. Since staff members are required to maintain peak fitness, this facility helps us, particularly when we’re snowed in.” Bo grinned at Laynie. “We could get our first snowfall at any time, although October is generally early.”

When Laynie merely nodded, he asked, “Ready to hit it?”

“Jeans and a long-sleeved shirt aren’t the best attire for a sweaty workout. Probably should go back to the lodge and change.” 

“I can offer you a clean T-shirt and shorts.”

Laynie was itching to hit the machines in the training circuit. “Thanks.”

She changed into the clothes he handed her, tightening the drawstring on the shorts to make certain they stayed up. When she returned, Bo was waiting for her. 

“Ready?”

“Uh, I guess so.”

Bo hadn’t been using ambiguous language when he’d asked if he could run Laynie through a workout. Stripped down to sleeveless T-shirt and shorts, the blond twenty-something groundskeeper was lean and wiry. He was also muscled in all the right places. He took charge and started them on the circuit, where they alternated sets. Bo pushed Laynie to work hard, improve her form, and add reps to each set. He drove her to give more of herself than she had been prepared to give.

Laynie’s muscles screamed at her, and her body poured sweat, but she felt alive. Purposeful. When they finished an hour later, Bo congratulated her.

“Good workout. I was surprised and pleased that you kept up and stuck it out.”

Laynie beamed inside. “Thanks.” 

Then he ruined it. “You’re in great shape for a woman your age.”

My age? Thanks a bunch.

Laynie returned to her room and stood under a pounding flow of hot water, letting the heat ease the discomfort of her muscles. After she’d dressed and toweled her hair dry, she felt drained, but she did not give in to the temptation to take a nap. Instead, she descended to the first floor to find a book or a movie. She located a large library off the dining room and stared at the two walls of books and three shelves of movies. She spent a pleasant twenty minutes perusing the books before choosing a Dick Francis novel. 

She took the book to the living room to read and discovered a newly built fire in the fireplace, a chair pulled near the fire, and a steaming cup of sweet, honeyed peppermint tea on the little table next to the chair.

Richard. Again. 

“Does he really think he can get on my good side by spoiling me?”

Laynie sighed as she sank down into the chair and propped up her feet on the hearth. She opened her book to the first page, then rehearsed Richard’s assurances over breakfast. 

Maybe he can. This place is safe. I need only rest and relax while I wait for Tobin to return. 

She shook her head. “Could be worse.”
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A DARK-EYED WOMAN OF perhaps thirty years of age, wearing a hijab and traveling under the passport of Canadian citizen Fawzia Niazi, arrived Wednesday night at Dulles International on a flight out of Vancouver, British Columbia. She and another passenger, one Angela Stewart, collected their luggage and moved with the flow of passengers toward the US Customs checkpoint. 

Angela and Fawzia were traveling together, but they were taking care not to behave as if they were.

Before they reached the line to customs, a man passing Angela gently bumped her hand. Angela slowed, sent a surreptitious glance toward Fawzia, and cut down a hallway after the man who’d bumped her. Fawzia followed her. The man steered Fawzia and Angela through a locked and guarded side door that allowed personnel with diplomatic immunity to skirt customs. Once the door was closed and relocked, the man stopped and held his hand toward Fawzia. 

“Welcome to the US, Miss Niazi. My name is Bert Norwood.”

Bert added for Fawzia’s sake, “Angela and I will be your initial contacts here in the States. We’ll be helping you settle in here under your new cover.”

Fawzia flung a well-chewed wad of Black Jack gum to one side of her mouth and shook his hand. “Thanks, Bert. The new cover will be a welcome change from this. In fact, I’d appreciate losing the *bleeping* headgear anytime—like right now. People are pretty angry about the 9/11 attacks, and you should see some of the looks they send my way.”

“I apologize, but you cannot lose the, er, ‘headgear’ quite yet, if you please. Your, ah, unique hairstyle is likely to draw more unwanted attention than your headscarf.”

Bert asked Fawzia’s companion, “Have a good trip, Ang?”

Fawzia watched Bert and Angela exchange familiar smiles. They were, obviously, already acquainted. They also seemed around the same age, perhaps in their early sixties—not quite retirement age, but moving that direction. 

“Uneventful. The way we like them, Bert.” 

“Good. This way, then.”

He offered to take one of Fawzia’s rolling cases, but she declined. Bert took no offense. He led on toward the parking area where his car was waiting and let Angela take up the rear. Fawzia didn’t notice two additional individuals several yards behind them, but Bert and Angela knew they were there. Counted on them being there.

The two agents added another layer of protection around Fawzia Niazi, that is, one Thérèse Benoit—which, they’d discovered, was not her name of origin any more than Fawzia Niazi was.

Until quite recently, Thérèse had been the highest paid cybersecurity specialist on staff within the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. She had worked at the RCMP’s national headquarters located in their Rideau Glen compound in Ottawa, Ontario. 

Thérèse Benoit, AKA Vyper, was a hacker with an international reputation. Unbeknownst to her RCMP coworkers—or even her RCMP superiors—Thérèse was initially and primarily employed by the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, the RCMP being a useful and benign cover that provided Thérèse with legal access to their data procurement means and methods. Thérèse had earned her keep from both entities. She had defended the RCMP from cyber intrusions, monitored the cyber world for the CSIS, and, under her Vyper alias, hunted and thwarted cyberattacks and related threats against Canada’s government and citizenry and the nation’s infrastructure, and financial institutions.

If Vyper manipulated or took advantage of certain opportunities to line her own pockets or satisfy her eccentric and sometimes capricious inclinations, if she “double dipped” by drawing a primo salary from the RCMP and a heftier one from the CSIS, her superiors in the Intelligence Service looked the other way. Vyper was too valuable and too unique a commodity to lose to some private enterprise that would pay top dollar for her. She was certainly too talented to hazard disaffecting her, thus pushing her into the opposition’s arms.

Vyper had, only forty-eight hours prior, defeated another hacker who flaunted the moniker Syla. Syla had worked out of a warehouse in Brighton Beach, a borough of Brooklyn, on Long Island in New York. Vyper had, anonymously, presented the FBI with evidence of the vast catalog of pornography residing on Syla’s servers, porn he disseminated via several high-dollar websites. Vyper had provided the FBI with a login to those websites where they could view the evidence themselves. The FBI had executed a warrant on the warehouse Monday evening, sweeping him and his servers into their possession.

Pornography, however, was only a fraction of what resided on Syla’s servers and a fraction of the secrets to which Syla was privy. He and his services were owned by the Odessa Mafia, a ruthless Ukrainian organized crime mob, meaning Vyper had delivered Syla—and the records of the Ukrainians’ many criminal dealings—directly into FBI hands. That the records were highly encrypted was a fact that did little to comfort the Ukrainians who were, Bert and Angela’s sources told them, indulging themselves in something of a screaming panic.

The FBI was holding Syla in strict solitary for the time being, even denying him counsel, citing national security concerns. This wise measure prevented a panel of mob attorneys from interviewing Syla, finding out who had burned their asset, and ending Syla himself—who was, supposedly, the only individual who could reliably unencrypt his former employer’s data. To say that the Ukrainian mafiya bosses were desirous of putting their hands on whomever had potentially nuked their organization would have been an understatement. 

Even before they uncovered her handle and traced it back to her, Thérèse had earned herself the distinct and unfortunate honor of being appointed the Odessa Mob’s number-one target. 

The mob’s ignorance would last only days, perhaps hours, before Vyper’s role surfaced and was traced back to Thérèse Benoit. The fact that Syla had sent evidence of her hacking to the RCMP Commissioner, and that the Commissioner had, quite publicly—and injudiciously—arrested Thérèse Tuesday morning, had made it imperative for the CSIS to move Thérèse out of Canada to a safer environment. Without delay.

With Thérèse’s safety in mind, the Canadian Security Intelligence Service had immediately taken Vyper into protective custody and held her at a secure location. Fortunately, Bert and Angela’s employers, having been privy to Thérèse’s activities of the past few days, had requested and been quite delighted to acquire Thérèse’s services in exchange for keeping her safe from the Ukrainian gang.

Wednesday morning, without fanfare, her new employers had routed her under her own passport and without disguise from Ottawa to Vancouver where Angela and another female agent met her. Angela handed Thérèse’s passport and other papers to the agent who had transformed herself into a credible stand-in for Thérèse. The agent flew as Thérèse from Vancouver to Tokyo and from Tokyo to Bangkok, the hope being that the Ukrainians would take the bait and follow her rather than the “real” Thérèse. Once in Bangkok, “Thérèse” would disappear, the agent would emerge as yet a third individual, and fly home none the worse for her travels, to assume her normal identity.

Meanwhile, during their layover in Vancouver, Angela had helped Thérèse to morph into Fawzia Niazi, a sensible and modest Muslim woman whose hijab and tunic covered Thérèse’s Goth hairstyle and copious piercings and tattoos. Angela and Fawzia then flew from Vancouver to the States. 

“Where are you taking me?” she asked Angela from the rear seat.

“To a hotel for a few days—until we have your housing arranged and have briefed you on your new identity and assignment. You are registered at the hotel under your current ID, and you will wear that hijab whenever you leave your room.

“We’ve already screened and preapproved three apartment complexes within a modest drive to and from the facility you’ll be working out of. These apartments meet our baseline security requirements, and we will settle you in one of them. However, first, we’ll be installing reinforced doors, locks, security systems, and cameras. As an added measure of protection, your apartment will be next door to a US Deputy Marshal. Until we move you in there, stay put. Don’t do anything—anything—other than stay put unless we give you specific instructions. Got it?”

Thérèse nodded. Although she had, on short notice, abandoned the Ottawa apartment she had lived in, she had retained her other apartment in the city, the secret one where her backup servers—containing her “wealth management plan”—resided. Years ago, she, too, had paid to have reinforced steel doors installed, along with a state-of-the art security system that she monitored online and a few booby traps and contingency actions, should a real danger present itself. 

To simplify matters, she had purchased the small complex and entrusted management of the property to a reputable and well-paid firm whose personnel had strict orders never to enter Apartment 4D. Ever.

Because Thérèse believed in redundancy, she had placed the originals of her precious files on a hidden partition within her laptop. As a last resort—and only if absolutely necessary to prevent her backup data from falling into the wrong hands—one set of keystrokes over a dedicated broadband line or three failed attempts by an intruder to log on to her system would send her backup servers into wipe mode, after which the discs would reformat themselves.

The point being, Thérèse reminded herself, should the American job not work out for her or if the Ukrainians were to trace her here, she held options in reserve—places to go and money stashed in multiple and diverse places to get her there and keep her there in style. She could take her safety and protection into her own quite capable hands if she needed to. 

Bert interrupted her thoughts from the driver’s seat. “Miss Niazi, although it’s rather poor form to put you to work so soon after arriving, we do have a task to ask of you and, as it is timely and somewhat ticklish, we would like you to work on it this evening.”

“Yah, but how is it something that only I could possibly help you with?”

“We’re told you are already familiar with the individual . . . and her accounts.” 

“Ah. I see.”

“Instructions are in this envelope.”
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QUINCY ARRIVED THURSDAY, midmorning. He had a harried, unkempt air about him that spoke of too much to do and too little time to do it. Laynie almost felt sorry for him. 

Almost. 

“Glad you could make it,” she grumbled.

“Don’t make me regret taking this assignment, Marta.”

“Did you have a choice?”

“No.”

“Neither did I, so I’ll complain as loud and long as I want to. What’s on the agenda for today?”

“This way. Conference room.” 

He carried a briefcase into the room and took a seat. Laynie sat across the table from him. 

“And?”

“Hold your horses. We’ve got lots to talk about, stuff to ‘unpack,’ so to speak. Listen, just be patient and let me outline what they’ve given me, then we can hash out the details, okay? Sheesh. I get the sense they’re making it up as they go along.”

“Marstead making it up as they go along? That would be a first.”

Tobin dug around in his briefcase and pulled out a dog-eared yellow legal tablet. “Let’s see. Let’s talk about our apartments first.”

“Good. I want to get out of here.”

“Why? Have they treated you badly?”

“Well, no.”

“Then quit bellyaching. While you’ve been pampered and coddled, I haven’t even had time to shower since I left here.” 

He wrinkled his nose. “Do I stink?”

Laynie rolled her chair back six inches.

“Very funny.” 

Tobin referred to the scrawls on his tablet
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