
        
            





From Inside The Novel...


 


Digby waved the remote. “Let the
arm go around you.”


Kiki shot him a suspicious look,
but she still nodded. 


The robot stretched its arm over.
Then it positioned its body to lie beside her. It felt like an awkward date in
high school. “Hey baby,” came the robotic voice. “Why don’t we spoon?”


Kiki burst out laughing. 


“What’s so funny?” asked Digby. He
wasn’t amused.


“Yeah, baby, what’s so funny?”
said the robot.


Kiki laughed even harder.


“This is the most significant
advance in mankind’s history. It is the result of years... no, decades of hard
work. It has not been perfected just for you to get the giggle fits.”


Kiki calmed down. “Okay, are you
serious about this? What the hell is it? I thought robots were used to build
cars and microwaves.”


Digby stood up. He looked like he
was about to give a speech. “This is the world’s first robotic sexual
harassment simulator.”


Kiki rolled her eyes. “It’s a sex
robot. Built by nerds in Japan. Who are afraid to talk to women.”


“It’s a simulator. It’s used for
training our intelligence agents on how to take advantage at the right time.” 


Kiki took a closer look. The thing
was certainly creepy.


“It’s programmed with over three
hundred different sex-hungry male personality types. From Syrian diplomat—”
Digby pressed a button on his remote. “To City of London hedge fund manager.”









Kiki Claymore never asked to be recruited into a top-secret
group of female spies. 


But when espionage runs in your family, 


it's only a matter of time...


 


The women of Task Force Ten aren't happy about their newest
recruit, Kiki Claymore. She doesn't like taking orders, is terrible with a gun,
and probably got the job through her family. Worse, a mole is relaying their
every move to a group of international terrorists. 


 


Kiki feels in over her head, and wants to quit. But it turns
out her instincts are better than she thinks. While the rest of Task Force Ten
plays it safe, she dives into the middle of the action. A great idea. Until she
ends up an accomplice to terrorist thugs. Ready to unleash a nuclear holocaust
over Europe. 


 


Romance, conspiracy and international intrigue have a new
name… and that name is Kiki Claymore. Don’t miss any of her thrilling
adventures in the enigmatic world of global espionage!
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Chapter 0 


She had to get off the balcony. Now.


A beam of light flickered through the drapes behind her. The
commandos must have flashlights at the end of their rifles.


THUNK!


Kiki hit the ground. Pain ripped through her body. She landed
on the grass. A few feet away and it would have been bamboo plants. Or rocks.
Were they still inside? She hadn’t heard the balcony door open. Then there was
the commando she had seen earlier—what if he was still in the garden? The
pain was melting away. Not gone, but melting. Her thoughts became sharp. Clear.


She lifted her arm. The pain waved up again. How had it come
to this? On a patch of grass. In a fake Japanese garden. In a suburb of
Hamburg. Anger crept through her veins.


She opened her eyes. Heavy. The world was blurry and blood
red. What if her legs were broken? She tried to move. Overwhelming pain. Her
eyelids clenched shut.


As the pain subsided she looked up again. She had been here
before, but only once—and now the lights were knocked out. The grass she
landed on was completely exposed. They’d see her, writhing in pain.


A flashlight flickered through nearby trees.


Her arms were in good shape. She crawled forward. Over the
grass. Over a path. Into some nearby shrubs. The dirt was soft, like a pillow.


Voices. A man was shouting in German. It was them, her
pursuers. Footsteps echoed all around her. This was it. They were going to find
her, torture her, kill her and then bury her. All for the crime of being a
civil servant.


More yelling. This time farther away. The footsteps began to
move off.


Kiki closed her eyes. Time passed. It felt like hours, but it
must have only been minutes. Her eyelids felt like lead.


She felt herself being dragged. Slowly. Then faster. She
could barely lift her head. Her whole body was lifted up. This was it.


She must have blacked out for a few minutes. When she came
to, the pain had subsided. Energy had returned to her limbs.


“Kiki.” It was Tatyana. Rescue.


She turned in the direction of the voice. Her gaze met
Tatyana’s eyes. “Hey, thanks.” This story would have a happy ending.


“You need medical attention. You went into shock.”


Kiki sat up. “I’m fine.”


“No you’re not. I’ve got your gun. Those commandos haven’t
made it down yet, but I’d give them another two or three minutes and we’re
toast. I need your earpiece. I lost mine upstairs.”


Kiki gestured to her right ear. “What are you going to do?”


Tatyana pulled out the device. “I’m going to get you out of
this.”


“And what am I going to do?”


“You’re going to get captured.”


Fear gripped her body. Why would she suggest something like
that? Could Tatyana be the mole in the organization they were searching for?
Kiki leaned up. “You're talking nonsense.”


Tatyana shook her head. “We did a risk assessment on Straub.
He won't kill you. This'll buy time for me to get reinforcements.”


“But—”


“I can't take on a dozen men with assault rifles.” Tatyana
leaned in and examined Kiki's leg. “You'll be fine. It's just a sprain. Hold
tight.” And with that, Tatyana disappeared into the darkness.


Kiki drifted into semi-consciousness. Time passed. Before
long she heard the stomping of boots on concrete. A voice yelling in German.


“There she is,” came the voice in accented English. “Get the
girl to her feet.”


Kiki blinked as she was thrust up. “What are you going to do
with me?”


One of the masked commandos walked up, right in her face.
“Don't worry, I'll keep you out of the worst of it.”


Kiki bristled. She recognized the voice. It couldn't be…? She
squinted in the darkness. “Show me your face.”


The group of soldiers laughed. 


“Fine,” said the man in front of her. He moved back, reached
up, and ripped off the face covering.


Kiki shook her head. The adrenaline, the fear—all of it
dissipated. Replaced by a feeling of dismay. How could she not have seen this
all along? The signs had been so incredibly obvious. “Of all the people to
betray me, it had to be you, didn't it?”









Chapter 1.1 


Three weeks earlier…


Morning sun was streaming in. She woke up in a good mood.


It had been widely agreed by many that Kiki and her roommate
Aislinn had the best student apartment in Amsterdam. Her bedroom—it was
enormous. The windows matched its grandeur, with intricate carvings on the
frames and stained glass topping out the panes. The whole room had a feeling of
aristocracy. Sure, it also had the occasional smell of mold, but Kiki
overlooked that. The place screamed new money merchant looking for the best
1760 had to offer.


Kiki moved over to the window. Damrak Street bustled with
trams and activity. Late January usually meant constant dreary clouds and
drizzle. The last few days, however, had been unseasonably warm and sunny.
Usually people in the city operated at slow motion speed. The weather had given
a spring to everyone’s step, Kiki included. Compared to Ottawa, Amsterdam was a
tropical paradise. She had grown up in a land of minus twenty-degree weather
and meter-high snow banks. Of course Ottawa always felt clean and safe. And
boring. In Amsterdam you always walked looking over your shoulder.


Kiki watched the bakery across the street. Ridley emerged
with two small brown paper bags. She had already got coffee started when he
walked through the door.


“I thought you’d left me,” Kiki said. Why did I say that? she
wondered


“Not a chance. I woke up early and went for a walk. I brought
you some breakfast,” Ridley said.


“Danishes and croissant! You’re going to make me fat,” she
said, gazing into his eyes.


Ridley was the definition of tall, dark stranger. He was from
England. Sometimes he seemed overcome by episodes of awkwardness. Kiki couldn’t
tell if it was snobbishness or insecurity. She overlooked this on account of
his dark looks and well-proportioned body. He was from somewhere near Brighton,
somewhere with lots of ocean. At twenty-eight he rarely partook in the
activities of Kiki’s university aged friends. Heavy drinking and nightclubs
were not his style. In a way, his handsomeness carried a whiff of blandness
about it. As if he could be just about anyone. Most of these drawbacks were put
to rest when he picked up the restaurant bill for both of them.


They had met at work, at the NATO office. He had tried to
impress her with his linguistic ability—claiming he could speak passable
Persian and Iraqi Arabic. He traveled to the Gulf region a lot. When she asked
about the possibility of danger he was vague. He said he only went from the
airport to an office and back. It was hardly the front lines. Things had
changed quite a bit since the war was in full swing.


Ridley pulled her in close.


“Obesity is not something I think you need to worry about,”
he said as he moved his hands along her waist. He kissed her. Deep.


She moaned slightly and pushed him away.


“I have to go to work,” Kiki said.


“The office? Call in sick. It’s only a part time job. They
won’t miss you today,” Ridley said.


“I tried last night. Digby called me on it. Besides, I have
to get out of there by three. When are you coming in?”


“I’m on call, but I’ll make an appearance after lunch. He
started to remove her top.


“I have to be in by ten.”


“It’s only eight. That gives us plenty of time,” he said.


“You’ll have to hold it in until next week.” She walked
towards the living room. “Did you get the mail?”


“Yeah,” Ridley yelled. “On the coffee table.”


Aislinn had furnished the living room. A stunning redhead
from Boston who managed to get the most out of her usually wealthy boyfriends.
Aislinn lived right off the living room, so sometimes she treated it as one big
suite. Fortunately she was almost never home.


On the coffee table were several bills, and one large envelope
from the National Theatre School in Montreal. She pounced on it. Too thin, she
thought. It must be a rejection.


She took out the letter and read it. It was anything but.


She jumped up and screamed. Ridley rushed in, panicked.


“What? What is it?”


Kiki ran over and hugged him. “I got in. I got in to theatre
school.” She started to kiss him all over.


“Congratulations,” he said, grasping for air.


Kiki reached down and undid his belt. Ridley pushed her hands
away. “I thought you were in a rush.”


She started to giggle as she unbuttoned his shirt. “I am. But
not for work.”









Chapter 1.2


The office was filled to the brim with the sound of a
typewriter. 


Only it wasn’t exactly a
typewriter. It was a Lector 191, a code machine that had been invented in the
nineteen fifties. There were two of these machines in the outer office of NATO
CENTCOM. Kiki sat at one, Ethel at the other. Ethel was from Florida. Her voice
was gravelly from years of Marlboros and she had a limited sense of humor.
Amsterdam evoked her hatred due to the fact that it was hard to find parking.


Ethel’s machine made an intense
racket. Kiki’s was mostly silent. 


The office was large and
octagonal-shaped. It had thinning green carpet divided by ornate balustrades.
Much like Kiki’s apartment, it carried the musk of faded wealth. The ancient
code machines were wired with ancient black cables to decaying hardwood desks.


The other desks were culled from a
similar era. But they were equipped with modern cables and monitors for the
laptops other co-workers were issued. She and Ethel were the only employees who
occupied the office on a daily basis. Sometimes she chatted with the traveling
circus of people at the other desks. Today one of them was Ridley, a fact that
made her day run much smoother.


There seemed to be evidence of a
much larger staff throughout the building. Unfortunately her and Ethel were
confined to the front. Down the hall there was a bathroom and a break room with
a mini-fridge. All day long people streamed past Kiki’s desk, rarely making eye
contact. The office was a transit point for more important places.


Kiki checked her cell phone.
One-thirty. Digby would be in soon. He was the closest thing she had to a boss,
and he only passed through on Friday afternoons. She had made her plane reservation
on Monday. The whole point of being in Europe was to see her grandfather. This
was her first time to leave Amsterdam since she started the job.


The front door slammed shut.
Looking up she saw Digby—grey flannel suit, white hair and a body too
skinny for someone with two divorces on his résumé. He made small talk with two
people at the front before he reached Kiki and Ethel.


“How are we doing with the coding
machine?”


Kiki looked up with a puppy-dog
face. “I think it’s broken.”


“Ethel?”


The clanking of keys stopped. “The
machine’s fine.” The clanking resumed.


“I need to ask you a favor. I need
to leave early today.”


Digby flipped through the code
papers. “How far have you gotten with this?”


“To page five.”


Digby stared at her for a moment.
“You’ve had this file for a week.”


“I know,” said Kiki, “but this
machine is difficult. Ethel just ignores me. Almost everyone here ignores me.
You’re the only one I can ask about it and you’re never here.”


“Look,” said Digby, “this is a
job. That means you work and we pay you money for it. Not for texting friends
and looking up fancy pizza restaurants.”


“I work.” She paused and leaned
back in her chair. “I need to leave at two o’clock to catch a flight.”


Digby looked up at the clock.
“That’s in forty-five minutes. No way. When did you buy this ticket?”


“On Monday.”


“And you kept it a secret until
now?” Digby shrugged. “What do you expect me to do? We need you here.”


“I need to go at two.”


“I don’t care.”


“Then I quit,” Kiki said, standing
up.


“I’m serious,” said Digby, “I’m
done pulling favors for you. If you don’t like it, you can always work at a
croquette stand.”


Kiki grabbed her bag. “It probably
pays better.” She started towards the door, then turned back. “What favors have
you ever pulled for me? Huh?”


Digby was astonished. “Where are
you going?”


“To the airport. I’m sure you’ll
make it without me.” Kiki walked across the office, winked at Ridley. Slammed
the door on her way out.


Ethel stopped typing. “Do you know
who she is?” She wasn’t asking a question.


“Of course I do.” Digby fingered
through Kiki’s unfinished work. “Do you think she knows who she is?”


Ethel thought for a moment. “I
doubt it. She’s brilliant but oblivious.” She examined her nails, then pulled
out a nail file. “It’ll all be in my report.” She started to file away. “I’m
more worried about what upstairs will think of you after today.”


Digby slammed down the papers,
then squeezed his fists. “This is the last thing I need on Friday afternoon.”


Ethel paused her nail filing.
“Don’t worry. There’s far worse shit going down today. And they’re going to
want you to clean it up.”









Chapter 1.3


Gerhard Straub didn’t feel pride often, but this morning was
an exception. The twenty-seven kilogram Atlantic salmon had arrived by courier.
It had taken months to get it properly mounted, mostly because he wanted the
head and tail intact. He had caught it the previous October—in
Canada—but the only taxidermist willing to take on the job resided in
Oregon. Despite all the money Straub had offered, the man had made no promises
of success. Now, despite all odds, the fish was before him, intact and
stunning.


The phone rang, interrupting his
admiration. “Yes,” he said in German, “I’m on my way. And get Dieter to meet me
downstairs. This shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”


He stood up and looked around his
office. The walls were covered with paraphernalia from North American
vacations. Trophies from hunting and fishing trips competed with Indian folk
crafts. Vintage license plates edged out black and white prints from the old
west. The office was a museum to Straub’s obsession with the New World.


His office was on the second of
ten floors. It was the headquarters of SSM GmB, an arms manufacturer. Straub
had built it up during the Cold War. Lately most of their business was in
aerospace and software. Or solutions, as American businessmen like to call
them. 


Downstairs he passed the Japanese
Garden. As the center of the complex, it was the largest of its type in
Hamburg, possibly Europe. They were still waiting for officials from Japan to
arrive and confirm its status. Until then it was still closed to employees.


The garden building was connected
to the main entrance by a long glass hallway—an annex was what it was
officially called. It had an excellent view of the building’s landscaping. The
lush greenery would be an antidote to the grey concrete used to build future
additional office structures. The long-term plan was to build out. The entire
complex would look like a version of the future, circa nineteen-fifty. 


In the annex Straub found Dieter
crouched over a small panel at the edge of the floor. 


“What is the problem?”


He looked up. “Can’t you smell
that?” Straub sniffed, but noticed nothing. Dieter was at least thirty years
younger than Straub’s sixty-seven. His senses had yet to be dulled by endless
business dinners capped with whiskey and cigarettes. “I think we have another
gas leak.”


“Have you called it in to
dispatch?”


“Yes. I thought I’d take a look
myself.”


And blow us all to kingdom come,
thought Straub. “We don’t get the gas company to fix our computer networks, do
we?”


Dieter stared at him in silence.
It was his best defense against Straub’s condescension. After a moment he felt
he’d made his point. “Has Colonel Navokov arrived yet?”


“He’s pulling up to the front gate
as we speak. Only him and his aide. Do you have the information about the
Geneva account ready?”


Dieter smiled. “It’s translated
and ready to go. If you need to use it.”


“Hopefully not. Let’s go.” They
walked together to the end of the long annex. It gave way to an ornate front
entrance. Millions had been spent on it, just to give the right impression to
visitors.


A black Mercedes 600 rolled up to
the glass doors. From the back emerged a fat aging Russian Colonel. And his
aide—a skinny middle-aged man with a face wrinkled by years of heavy
vodka consumption.


The Colonel was in an excellent
mood. “Your hospitality has been quite overwhelming, Herr Straub,” he said in
English.


“Well, someone of your stature
shouldn’t have to take a taxi to the airport.” Straub beamed with pride. “We
have a special treat planned for you.”


Straub and Dieter escorted the two
Russians through the complex, taking turns to explain the architectural
details. Most of it was lost on the Colonel, whose English ability didn’t
extend to mid-century modernism. Smile and nod, smile and nod. But when they
arrived at the heliport on the roof, Navokov was genuinely impressed. “All this
took you seven years to build?”


“Well,” said Dieter, “there were
many challenges during construction. Much of that time was spent refining
designs. The blueprints were drafted in the nineteen forties, before the
ecology movement. We only moved in four months ago, so there are still a lot of
problems to fix.”


Navokov looked out at the helipad.
“Do you get much use out of this?”


Straub moved over to a door on the
left side of the foyer. “Through here is our helicopter waiting room.” The door
opened up on a large room with fabulous leather furniture and a well stocked
bar. “This is our executive lounge, and a dining room for our guests who are
pressed for time.”


Beyond the lounge the men walked
into the ornate dining room. Along the window an elaborate buffet had been set
up. Caviar and whale sashimi were arranged next to plates of colorful
vegetables and thin cuts of veal. There was even borscht. 


Along the opposite wall gas
burners were set up with pots of boiling water. 


“This is quite a feast, Herr
Straub.” Navokov eyed the food. Never was he not hungry.


The sound of a helicopter roared
through the room. A chopper set down on the helipad. As its rotor blades spun
down, two men in beige flight suits emerged, each carrying a picnic cooler.
They rushed into the dining room.


“You can put them down here.”
Straub gestured to the hardwood table.


“What is all this?” asked Navokov.


Straub smiled. “Outside is your
ride to the airport. And this,” Dieter opened one of the coolers, “was flown in
this morning from Nova Scotia.”


Navokov approached the container.
Inside, packed in ice, were half a dozen gigantic live lobsters. “Splendid,
splendid.” The Colonel reached into his coat pocket and produced a piece of
paper. “Herr Straub, you may find these men useful.”


Straub took the paper and examined
it. “These men—they are both named Dimitri.”


“Yes, they come highly recommended
from my colleagues in Minsk. They toiled for years in the Belarus intelligence
agency. Now they operate privately in central Europe. There is no one else who
can do what they do. They are reliable and discreet.”


“Your assistance these past few
months has been invaluable, Colonel.”


Dieter approached with a tray of
vodka shots. “Let’s have a toast.” He passed shots to Navokov, his aide and
finally to Straub.


“To your future prosperity and
health.” They gave a round of cheers. Straub downed his shot before they could
clink glasses. The other men followed his lead.


It was about ten seconds before
the two Russians collapsed to the floor. The Colonel tried to mouth a question,
but was overwhelmed by unconsciousness.


“That took a while,” said Straub.


Dieter shrugged. “Next time I’ll
up the concentration of chloral hydrate.”


Straub turned to the helicopter
pilots. “Make sure they have a skydiving accident.”









Chapter 1.4


Digby stomped down the hall. Anger pulsed through his veins.



Kiki. 


How could she talk to him that
way? 


It had all gone wrong with her
grandfather, Angus Neville Claymore. Digby owed a lot to Angus. Three years ago
Kiki had started a summer stint with NATO intelligence. This was her first
posting outside of Canada. As her time on the job increased, so did her
complacency and arrogance. She was a spoiled brat, Digby thought. She really
was.


Idiotic. That's what her
resignation was. Other people had expressed their opinion in private that
perhaps Kiki could be an asset. Maybe she inherited something from her grandfather.
Digby was skeptical. Her attitude could be unbearable at times. And she was
often lazy with office work.


This sudden request to jet off
early brought Digby's frustration to a head. There were proper ways to ask for
these sorts of things. Digby had several offices, dozens of safe houses and
hundreds of operatives stretching from Iceland to the Ukraine. All under his
command. But Kiki had her family connections. She just expected Digby to drop
everything when she needed a favor.


The corridor beyond the front
office extended almost forever. Just before the end Digby stopped at a door
painted bright red. On the left was a palm scanner. Placing his right hand on
it, the surface glowed red. Ancient technology, he thought. And a great way to
spread a contagious disease. A few drops of SARS or hemorrhagic fever and the
whole of NATO’s intelligence apparatus would be finished off. Worst of all, the
scanner took an eternity. A full forty-five seconds to scan the palm. You could
run a marathon in that amount of time.


Finally the surface glowed green.
The door opened and Digby went in. He walked through a skywalk that connected
to an even older, much more ornate building. The next set of doors was smooth
black oak. He turned the brass handle.


The next room was a grand
ballroom—it wouldn’t look out of place in Versailles. The ceilings were
at least twenty meters tall, decorated with intricate patterns. Enormous
chandeliers illuminated every corner of the room. On the wall hung gigantic
paintings of Romance-era bucolic life.


In contrast, the intelligence
office had stuffed full nearly every corner of the room. Desks, giant monitors,
and tons and tons of bulky communications equipment. Some of it state of the
art, some of it fifty years old, or more. The current consensus was if you
didn’t want your communications hacked, don’t put it on a computer. All of this
equipment made funny noises—bips and beeps—almost all of which was
manned by dozens of white coated technicians and supervisors. All of whom ignored
Digby as he crossed the room and passed through yet another set of doors. 


A long hallway stretched out
before him. It echoed even the slightest sound. Every footstep was magnified. A
solitary person in the corridor sounded like an army.


The end of the hall was lined with
the flags of the original 12 NATO members, plus Germany. The Organization was
under the umbrella of NATO. However, its existence was a closely guarded
secret. Denied even to the other fifteen member states whose flags were
missing. It wasn’t part of any single national intelligence apparatus. So there
was always the possibility of working at cross-purposes. In the two decades
Digby had spent there, everyone was always on a knife-edge. Right now Islamic
terrorism was trendy. Rumors of money being thrown around were rampant. Some
said managers from the Middle East bureau had been keeping all the Michelin
starred restaurants in Europe afloat. Then there was Digby. Yesterday’s man.
The expert on the Soviet Union and Red China. 


Digby was heading to a council
chambers of sorts. The big boys. And girls. Not quite the United Nations, but
definitely more important than the Vatican. The good news was that with
thirteen countries in the mix there was rarely any consensus. The committee
operated on strict majority rule, otherwise nothing would ever get done. Like a
good bureaucrat he soldiered on, passing like a mosquito through the smacking
hands of national politics. Most of the time there was vocal opposition from at
least one or two of the member states. Digby, however, usually found himself at
odds with the entire council. They simply didn’t understand what things were
like on the ground. This ignorance usually meant paralysis. Not today though.


He reached a door guarded by a
Dutch Army Major. The Major was, as usual for this time of day, sound asleep.
Digby’s echoing footsteps were no match for the echo of the Major’s snoring. It
must be the comfortable chair, Digby thought. With one fell swoop—


SLAM!


Digby’s hand made contact with the
desk. The startled Major bolted up. At the sight of Digby he stood up and
saluted.


“Sir, my apologies,” said the
Major.


“I hope I’m not inconveniencing
anyone,” said Digby. 


An awkward pause.


“So, are you going to let me
through?”


“Yes, sir, of course, sir,” the
Major mumbled.


The soldier produced a remote
control device from his pocket. A red light came on above the door. The Major
offered the remote to Digby, who placed his thumb on the device. The red light
turned to green. Two enormous wooden doors parted to reveal a large circular
room.


The room was minimally furnished
with black and grey décor. In the center of the room was a table. Upon it had
been placed a microphone, a laptop and a glass of water. This was for Digby. At
the edge of the room was a semicircle of desks identical to the one in the
middle. Each was adorned with a plate indicating their respective countries.
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, the United States and Germany.


The lighting was designed to
intentionally keep the faces of the council members in shadow. This created the
right atmosphere of secrecy that suited the topics under discussion. At the
same time it also denied the proceedings a sense of intimacy—a crutch for
politicians, diplomats and bureaucrats climbing the ladder as fast as possible.
It ensured that debates didn’t escalate into emotional screaming matches. Most
of the time.


Digby walked to the center chair
and sat down. The computer screen came alive in front of him. He surveyed the
delegates. The edge of each desk had a penlight to illuminate the country name
in red. It was only switched on as a reminder for the simultaneous
translators—a visual cue to indicate who was speaking. As Digby stretched
his feet out under the desk he noted the French, German and American nameplates
were illuminated. He’d arrived right in the middle of an argument.


The American delegate leaned
foreword. “Thank you very much for coming, Mr. Saunders.”


“It’s my pleasure, as always,”
said Digby.


“Yes, well,” the American leaned
back. “Today has been quite a day. In fact, I’m thinking after today someone
should install a bar in this room, rather than making us walk all the way
across the hall for a drink.”


The French delegate fidgeted. “Now
listen,” he said, “we must take the utmost precautions with this matter. We
cannot proceed in our normal casual way about this—”


“Enough.” The German delegate
growled. “Enough of this nonsense. We need to stop and think about what’s to be
done. If we look like we’re making a conspicuous effort to find and arrest
these elements, there is no telling how they might retaliate. The last thing we
need is a panicked public.”


“These elements?” asked the French
delegate. “What does that mean? An ‘element’? You have no idea who these people
are. It could be a rogue agent, or an entire army.”


“Gentleman,” said the American,
“that is why I called in Mr. Saunders. He is the man responsible for Task Force
Ten, a group well known for its discretion. The last place they want to be is
in the newspapers.”


“Nonetheless,” said the Frenchman,
“we must raise the alert level to Code Four.”


Digby had been sipping his water.
Now he was choking on it.


“I don’t know if we’re there yet,”
said the American.


“Excuse me—” Digby was
patting his mouth with a handkerchief. “What the hell is going on? Maybe you
could stop arguing long enough to tell me why I’m here. Don’t throw around
words like ‘Code Four’ and ‘Task Force Ten’ unless you’re ready to commit
yourselves to World War Three.”


The red light of the United
Kingdom delegate lit up. “You see, Mr. Saunders, today has been a monumentally
bad day for this council. We need your cooperation. And we need an assurance
that everything in your department is completely above board, as it were.”


Digby felt the anger rising,
again. “Look—I’ve run my department for three years now. Three years of
numerous successes for our organization. Three years with little collateral
damage. All in the dark, out of the media spotlight. We’ve managed to walk
between the raindrops. Despite the constant allegations coming out of this
committee, nothing has stuck. I’ve done my best to avoid your partisan
political positioning. I have no intention of taking a bath in it now.” Digby
glanced around the room. “Now what do you want to ask me?” 


“We have no questions,” said the
Englishman, “only requests.”


“From now on,” said the Frenchman,
“no one—absolutely no one—must leave the employment of this
organization. At least until we deem otherwise. No one is to be fired. Everyone
is to be checked. We have a very, very large problem. You are the man to
provide the solution.”


“You see, Digby,” said the
American, “there’s a mole. We’ve had some evidence for months, maybe longer.”


“I see,” said Digby. “So how do
you want me to proceed?”


The German twirled his pen. “We
must proceed normally. If this mole finds out what we’re up to, it could lead
to disaster. We must be cautious, covert.”


“Nonsense,” said the Frenchman.
“This is the time to take action. We have to do something. We’re about to
tumble over the edge of a precipice. If anyone should attempt to quit in the
next three weeks, they must be stopped.”


“Well, that could be a problem, “
Digby mumbled.


“What do you mean?” asked the
Englishman.


Digby paused before replying.
“This doesn’t make any sense. You said you’ve had evidence of this mole for
months, now all of a sudden you want a crackdown. Why? What is it that you’re
not telling me?” 


From across the room the Danish
member piped up. “You see, there’s been communications traffic, lots of it.
Something terrible is about to happen.”


“What do you mean by ‘something’?”
asked Digby.


“Something nuclear. Possibly close
to a major population center. And we only have three weeks to stop it.”









Chapter 2.1


Three hours later Digby was sitting in front of a computer
with Task Force Ten’s Digital Intelligence Specialist—in layman’s terms,
their computer geek. On the monitor in front of him was the NATO committee
meeting from earlier that afternoon.


Next to Digby sat the computer
geek, sipping a coffee. Nobody knew his real name—it was classified far
above Digby’s clearance level. There were theories, of course. Some said his
parents were Russian diplomats. People who might be executed were it revealed
what their son’s job was. Another theory posited that he was the love child of
a former British Prime Minister. And a pop singer whose career had hit the
skids. Either way, he was known around the office as Tin Man. Again no one knew
why. Perhaps he was a fan of The Wizard of Oz. Somehow Digby doubted it.


“Listen, whatever rumors may be
passing around, it definitely isn’t me,” Tin Man had said in his perfect
Queen’s English diction.


“If you were a double agent, the
opposition would be paying you. Since they probably aren’t the type of people
to use internet banking, you’d have to leave this room. And I see no evidence
of that.” Digby looked around. The place was a total disaster.


Originally the room had been
styled as a bedroom with an ensuite bathroom. Since Tin Man had taken it over,
the original bland furnishings had been replaced. Once the room had resembled
something from the Hilton Hotel design code. It was now a mish-mash somewhere
between a cluttered office and a university dorm room. Clothing, washed and
unwashed, was strewn everywhere. The original hardwood floor had been covered
with various shades of orange and yellow shag carpet. The frame for the bed had
disappeared completely, the mattress and box spring left for dead. Several lava
lamps and hookahs were scattered throughout the room. The white walls had now
become an in-progress canvas for Tin Man’s artistic ambitions. The wall
opposite the bed was lined with desks and workbenches. There were no less than
seven computers in the room. Varying from an early nineteen eighties Commodore
64 to the latest Apple Macintosh. On the workbenches various electronic devices
were in different stages of cannibalization. Beyond that was the bathroom.
Digby had never been inside. He didn’t dare.


Digby and Tin Man sat at one of
the monitors, gazing at the video from the committee room. Digby felt watching
himself especially cringe worthy.


“You’re telling me that we have
only three weeks to prevent a terrorist attack?” Digby had said in the
recording. “I’m going to need details. I need to work out a plan. Do we have
any idea of a possible target?”


“There is an indication that
nuclear facilities may be their goal,” had said the British committee delegate.
“However for the time being we need to let our national security services deal
with this matter.”


“Then what am I doing here?” Digby
had asked. 


The Danish delegate again had
spoken up. “Some of this traffic has passed through the computers in your
offices. How can I phrase this politely… there are those of us who think you
are not above suspicion. That’s why we can’t have any of your staff departing
during this potential crisis.”


Digby had leaned forward and
lowered his voice: “Now you listen to me. I’m not going to walk around with
some sort of scarlet letter on my forehead. If you have some sort of allegation,
let’s hear it. Otherwise, get off my back. If you don’t, the first thing I’m
going to do when I walk out of here is type out my resignation.” 


Digby raised his hand to the
computer. “There. Stop it there. Run the heat spectrometer filter on their
reactions.”


Tin Man pressed some buttons on
the keyboard. The video imaged changed to a false color image—white for
the hot parts, blue for the cold. The department had installed the measuring
device in all their cameras. According to the team who had developed it at the
U. S. Academy of Naval Sciences, when you ran a series of heat spectralized
frames through the software the computer could detect abrupt emotional changes
in a subject’s reaction. In other words, it was a lie detector. Not legally
binding, of course.


A scroll bar appeared on the
monitor. Tin Man leaned back in his chair. “This will take a few minutes to
process. Do you think all the people in that room know about this technology?”


Digby’s glance narrowed. “I doubt
it. It was all explained in detail in the weekly report three months ago.
Nobody in that room takes the time to read anything. Why bother when you can
just drag me in for questioning.”


Tin Man rolled his chair over to
another computer. He opened a text file with several long lists of data. “I’ve
taken a look at all the internet traffic in and out of the building. For about
the last three months. Then I cross referenced it with the list of agents and
safe houses the committee gave you.”


“It’s an embarrassment,” said
Digby. “To be presented with your own department’s top secret data. Out in the
open. We need to find who has hacked into our servers.” The delegates had
listed all the information that had been stolen from Digby’s section.


Tin Man shook his head. “I’ve gone
through everything. We weren’t hacked. I mean, there are thousands of attempts
every day, none of which have ever been successful. If someone hacked into our
servers it would have left a trace. Possibly only a small one, but some sort of
trace. Those files were taken by someone in our department.”


Digby was aghast. “A traitor in
our midst.”


Tin Man didn’t reply. He turned
back to the computer with the heat sensor data. The data had finished
processing. With a couple of mouse clicks a window appeared. Tin Man examined
the results.


“And?”


Tin Man shook his head. “And
nothing. These people were ready to call your bluff. Maybe they think you’re
the traitor.”


“Impossible,” said Digby. He
paused and stroked his chin. He needed a shave. “Do you know Kiki Claymore?”


“The half-Japanese girl from
Canada? The one in the Damrak office?” For a moment Tin Man looked off in the
distance and grinned. “Yeah, she’s the really cute one with the tight body.” He
glanced back. Digby wasn’t smiling.


“I need you to open a file on her.
I need a report on every communication she’s made since she arrived in the city
three months ago. Bank records, too. And I need it in the next forty-eight
hours.”


“You can’t be serious. That’s an
enormous amount of—”


Digby stood up. “I’m very serious.
She may be cute. But she may also be the most dangerous threat this office has
seen in years.”
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