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Chapter 1

Rideau Hall, Ottawa
May 2007

“God is the greatest murderer of all. He kills the lame and the healthy, the good and the bad. He kills individually and en mass. He kills everything on earth, at times in the most cruel and terrifying ways. Nothing survives His fury.” The man in the impeccably tailored tuxedo stopped his soliloquy for a moment and lifted his head high. “And I’m made in His image. Therefore, I can kill.” 
Feeling proud of his Cartesian reasoning the man approached Rideau Hall, the residence of the Governor General. He ambled toward the ornate entrance of the Large Drawing Room and presented his invitation to the usher. Without waiting to be gestured inside, he headed in and began mingling with the crowd, stopping to shake hands and exchanging a few words with each of the guests he knew. The Governor General, Michaëlle Jean, had thrown a party to promote new and old business in the capital. It was hosted in a room displaying the splendour of the olden days; walls were tapestried with portraits of viceregal consorts of former governor generals and chandeliers reflected light in all directions.
The man in the tuxedo stopped in front of a gilded mirror and adjusted his bowtie. He accepted a glass of champagne a waiter offered him, moved close to the refreshments table, and began to look around. He had come to choose his first target, a female victim whose disfiguration and consequent death would make waves around the world. The Governor General would be the ideal target because her vitality and personal flare would be missed on the national scene and beyond. Regretfully, he dismissed the party hostess as an option. He knew that the security around her was tight—definitely too tight for his liking. The person of his choice had to be easily accessible. 
People around him turned toward the main entrance when a tall woman crossed the doorway. Her short outfit, draped across the chest, was locked in place by a yellow clip on each shoulder. She had spiky blond hair and blue eyes. Her off-white dress parted at the knee as she walked to the centre of the hall, her arm linked with the commercial attaché of the Ukrainian embassy, Vassilli Petrovic.
As if waiting for them, a middle-aged man glided toward the couple, clearly showing pleasure in meeting them. Extending his hand to both, he gestured toward a corner of the room, where a huge terracotta vase full of palm leaves and canes provided a partial screen from the crowd. The woman could be a candidate for his operation, the man in the tuxedo surmised, as he sipped his drink. Vassilli knew only important people. 
He deposited his glass on the table and approached the master of ceremony. “Would you know the name of the lady who just came in?”
“Tamara Smith. She’s representing the company, Ship Me Safely, owned by Mr. Charles Modano. There are pamphlets on the table over there, sir, if you want to know more.” The muscles of his face hardly moved as he spoke, and now his white-gloved hand pointed to the entrance. Clad in 1800s livery, with white trousers and a red jacket festooned with gold trim, he could be mistaken for one of the statues on display at Madame Tussauds Wax Museum.
The man in the tuxedo nodded his thanks and then resumed his search. In the centre of the hall, three young men surrounded a woman, their nondescript, dark suits offering an excellent background for her shiny outfit whose fabric interwove glittering threads with green beads. She laughed at a joke one of the men told, and flirtatiously leaned toward another. Was she important enough to deserve to be his first target? She was surely beautiful; her disfigured face would raise horror in the world and remain in the news for weeks. 
Fortunately, he knew the third man close to the woman. He was Justin Devry, the son of Michael Devry, owner of the most famous private art collection in the country. He wondered why Justin had been invited—he was just a young man with no trade. Maybe he was the woman’s date. 
“And who is that charming lady in the green gown?” he again asked the master of ceremony.
“Stephanie Demoins—she’s planning to open an haute couture shop here in town. The one in London has been very successful, I hear. She’s a former model of Versace, they say.” 
With condescension he acknowledged his appreciation for the information as Stephanie and Justin moved to the refreshments table and helped themselves to a few canapés. He walked toward them and tapped the man on the shoulder. 
“Hi Justin, I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said. “Is your family planning to open a gallery in Ottawa?”
“Oh no, no. Nothing of the sort. I’m just escorting Stephanie for the evening.” He turned toward his companion and said, “Let me make the introductions.” 
    
***

A constraint in her chest made Tamara Smith leave the hall as soon as Vassilli Petrovic and Brad Wilson inched away from her. The nerve they both had to approach her at the Governor General’s party, where she represented her boss’s company and was supposed to attract more business for him! And it had been the third time in two weeks that they had pestered her! 
Gasping for air, Tamara Smith climbed into her Subaru and zeroed toward the exit of the parking lot. The words of Vassilli Petrovic resounded in her ears. “My country—or should I say the world—will be indebted to you forever,” followed by the no less dramatic parting words of Brad Wilson, an agent of CSIS, the Canadian Security and Intelligence Service. “You can’t fail, Tamara, the stakes are too high.” Tamara zoomed into the traffic, cutting in front of a car. She ignored the blasting horn behind her and sped up. In no time she was on Highway 31, aiming for the westbound 401.
She wasn’t really upset with Vassilli, a longtime friend of the family who had helped her after her parents’ death. Clearly he had just passed crucial information to the Canadian Government and CSIS had brought Vassilli into play as he knew her well. He hadn’t pressured her to become involved in what appeared to be a covert operation. But that Brad Wilson! He kept arguing; he kept showing up wherever she went, making her feel that she had no choice but to do what they had planned for her: that she work at the Charles Modano outfit and spy on him and his business. None of this was to her liking. When Charles Modano had asked her to join his company as a PR person, she thought she was going to settle down. The agreement was that she would help at the antique shop two days a week, and accompany Charles to social gatherings. Contacting potential buyers of antiques was easier done at parties than at auctions or art events.
	She loved her job, which allowed her to meet a carefree, shallow crowd often loaded with money. Occasionally, she would take a trip to acquire special items, often in Quebec, where old mansions were being dismantled, and antiques offered for sale at a low price. Raised and educated in France, she was fluent in both English and French. Her Russian lineage showed in the fine, blond hair and clear eyes; from her mother she had inherited long, well-shaped legs and the athletic look of Ukrainian women. At 32, without a solid financial status, she felt the need for a stable occupation, and that was one of the reasons she had agreed to work for the Modano Company.
	Tamara banged on the steering wheel. Now that she was in position to set roots—maybe have a family—ghosts from her past had reappeared and tried to lure her into a mission! Why her? Why not Dianne Templeton, Charles’ assistant, who had been with his company for more than five years? She surely knew more about Charles’ business than she would ever find out. Tamara felt helpless, tied to a past that only vaguely concerned her. It was worse than that—she felt trapped. Didn’t governments have trained agents to carry out their dirty work?
	The drive from Ottawa to London took over eight hours. When she turned the key in the lock of her house she was exhausted. She took a shower and dove under the bed sheets. Maybe she should take off and go skiing on the Swiss glaciers. Nothing appeased her more than sliding down the slopes, immersed in the majestic vision of high peaks. 
And with that sweet thought she fell asleep.

The bell resounded in her ears as if it was coming from a distance. She reached for a pillow and buried her head under it. She dozed off for a few minutes, then the bell rang again, followed by a vigorous rap on the door. It was for real, she realized as she stretched up to look at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It was noon. She rose, put on a satin robe and approached the door. She wondered who had been able to get through the security of the condominium compound. The superintendent was an extremely careful man; he would call her and open the gate only if she okayed the visitor. Tamara looked thorough the pinhole: it was Brad Wilson. The explicative that General Cambronne was said to have pronounced after the defeat at Waterloo pursed her lips. How did Brad manage to come to the door? His badge, of course. Probably it functioned as a universal passkey, almost anywhere, anytime. 
	The temptation to detach the battery from the bell case and go back to bed was overwhelming. She needed time to collect her thoughts and slowly come to terms with what was happening. 
	Brad’s voice resounded crisp and clear. “It’s me. Tamara, please open up.”
	Reluctantly, Tamara complied and stepped aside to let the man in. 
	“Good morning, Tamara. Thank you for seeing me. I have something important to tell you.”
Tamara sighed and tightened her robe belt. “Good morning,” she replied with a low voice. “Must tell you right up front. I just got up and I can’t function without a cup of coffee.” She gestured toward a big room. “Wait in the living room.”
	Brad Wilson closed the door behind him and said, “Oh no, no. I’ll make coffee for you. What kind?”
	Tamara shot him a curious look. “Perked. The coffeemaker is on the counter.” 
	Brad deposited a hefty briefcase beside the bearskin that covered the entrance floor and moved into the kitchen as if he knew exactly where it was located. He is probably acquainted with the blueprint of the entire condominium, Tamara mused. 
“I’ll go clean up and get dressed.” She walked back to her bedroom and slid into the shower. She indulged in soaping under the soothing warm water. Ten minutes later she emerged, still upset about Brad’s unannounced and unwanted visit. Had it not been for the wonderful aroma, which insistently teased her nostrils, she would have stalled and taken an hour to put on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. But the smell of fresh coffee was irresistible. After another 15 minutes she joined Brad Wilson in the kitchen. 
In the breakfast nook stood an oval table with four chairs, each seat topped by a pillow that matched the bright green on the long curtains. As Tamara approached the bay window and parted the drapes, a dozen sparrows scattered away from the birdfeeder hanging from a post in the backyard. She sat on a chair, watching Brad deposit on the table a small tray with a mug full of coffee, creamer and sugar. 
“I didn’t know agents were trained to be perfect butlers.” As cross as she was, she couldn’t avoid smiling. “So what happened between late last night and this morning?”
	Brad sat opposite her, his expression grave. “We’ve reason to believe that a shipment is ready to be made and could be on Canadian soil very soon.”
	Tamara’s hand, which held the creamer, stopped in midair. She stared at Brad. “How soon?”
	“It could very well be a week. We don’t know.”
	When she recovered from the shock, Tamara poured a bit of cream into her coffee, spilling some on the table. She drained her mug, her eyes fixed on Brad. She thought she had time to think, time to ponder the situation, maybe time to convince CSIS to look for an alternate mole. Not only didn’t she like what she had to do, but she also felt inadequate to the task. For the first time she observed her interlocutor with attention. His face was tight, his eyelids were baggy and he was in need of a shave. Of dark complexion, with a husky build, curly gray hair and quicksilver eyes, the man normally exuded an annoying vitality. Now he looked downcast, distraught. He was tugging at the knot of his tie, as if trying to get more breathing space. She had no idea what words would suit the circumstances.
“Coffee?” she finally managed to say. 
	“Glad you asked.” 
He rose and filled a mug for himself, then returned to his seat, and sipped his drink.
	Ambivalent feelings washed over Tamara. She felt trapped in a game much bigger than she was, yet she knew that she had no choice but to accept the challenge. However, the agency owed her some answers before she embarked on a covert operation. 
“Why has CSIS singled me out?” She stared at Brad.
	Brad linked his fingers together and stretched his hands on the table. 
“Three concurrent factors. You’re working for the Modano Company, which we suspect is handling the shipment, yet you aren’t tied down to a desk—you’re free to come and go, often taking trips for work or a vacation. This makes it possible for you to follow a special lead—should such a lead present itself.” He finished his coffee and held it out toward Tamara. “Another cup?” 
	Tamara assented and followed Brad to the kitchen. The stainless-steel appliances of the new purple variety matched the venation of the granite countertop. Tamara looked at her wristwatch.
 “We should get something to eat,” she said. “But first I’d like to hear the third reason.” Brad kept silent. “Well?” She frowned.
	“My boss thinks you owe it to us.”
	Tamara banged her empty mug onto the counter and winced as it broke. “I suspected so, and that made me angry, so angry I wanted to refuse. You people think I have the duty to serve? Just because of my father and mother?”
	The answer came quick and to the point. “Yes.”
	Tamara turned to face Brad and locked her eyes with his. “It was British intelligence, SIS—which in the movies is referred to as MI6—that thought my Russian father had important information, information so vital that they offered him asylum. One hand gave, the other received.”
	“Maybe so, but both the British and the Canadian governments managed to get you and your mother out of the Soviet Union, in what is remembered as a very critical yet successful operation.” Brad paused for effect. “A little girl was very sick and had to be snatched out of a Russian infirmary. She was the reason the mother hadn’t boarded the plane with her husband.” He paused again. “I don’t have to elaborate on what would have happened if mother and child had stayed in the USSR.”
	No, he didn’t. Those were the times when the KGB had a free hand. They would have held them as hostages, forcing her father to return to his motherland, and then they would have been tortured one in front of the other. Death would be the welcome ending. Tamara shivered at the thought, forgot about a second cup of coffee or lunch and went back to the table. She slumped into a chair. 
“Now, I’m guilty because I was sick,” she said. “That’s preposterous! I went a long way to forget about the past. My parents, afraid of retaliation, sent and kept me abroad—you can’t believe how lonely I felt those years. And then, then… when they finally felt that the past was definitely buried—I was 18—they allowed me to join them in Canada.” Tamara could feel tears coming and her voice turning into a tremble. “Do you know what happened then?”
	From behind, Brad took hold of her shoulders and whispered, “Yes. I know.”
	Tamara turned to look at him. “You know everything about me, right?”
	Brad pointed to the briefcase that was still on the hall floor. “Your life is in there, Tamara. After what happened to your parents we kept an eye on you. If it’s any consolation, their death is still being investigated.”
	He went around the table and sat in his chair. “We have a psychologist in our group. Her opinion is that the operation we want you involved in could be a form of catharsis for you. It’s known that you have been a restless young woman. Maybe it’ll help you cure the wounds of the past and find peace.”
	Tamara banged both fists on the table. “Yeah. Eternal peace! Healing my old wounds by exposing me to new dangers! I hope your psychologist is not in charge of operations! By the way, how dangerous is all this going to be?”
	“We don’t know yet. But we could find ourselves dealing with criminals who would stop at nothing to reach their goals.”
	Tamara emitted a long-suffering sigh. “I gathered that.” Vassilli Petrovic had been candid on the subject. 
	Brad continued. “In the fortunate case that we get close to the target, we’ll shadow you but, I assure you, you won’t feel any interference.” His tone was convincing.
	“Even when I go on vacation?”
	“Not if you don’t want to, provided you let us know exactly where you’re going, with whom, and for how long. Any other questions?” Tamara shook her head. “Then we should slot some time for a bit of training. A few seminars. They might come in handy.”
	“Training? Seminars?” At 32 she felt a bit old to go back to school.
	Brad’s lip corners bent in what could be interpreted as a smile. “Not really. We’d like you to attend a few information sessions. Make you aware of simple methods to help your mind remember things, faces and facts, and to catalogue them—”
	“Cataloguing?”
“Well, kind of labelling them with a marker for later recognition, mentally of course, as things happen; later you’ll type them down for us and for you to remember.” He paused. “We’ll show you how to do it. It takes practice, but then it becomes natural. In short, we’d like you to profile the people you meet, and for that, you have to observe them and collect their salient characteristics: age, appearance, way of speaking, body language…”
“I don’t know if I can do that,” Tamara said. She was accustomed to accepting people as they were, without casting them into fixed moulds.
“You may not, not now, but I’m sure you can learn. A few…hmm…hmm, lessons and you’ll be a pro.”
Tamara felt as if she was swimming in rough waters and was desperately trying to reach for safety. 
“But Brad, I’d be a poor spy. I have an accent, they tell me.”
Brad waved off her objection. “With your upbringing in Russia, your schooling in France and your 14 years in this country it’s almost impossible to pinpoint your accent. I know I couldn’t. Yours is a charming drawl.” He let a little laugh out. “In any case, we’re asking you to listen into peoples’ conversation, not to hand out speeches.”
Tamara didn’t react, and Brad continued. “So we’d like you to become aware of the latest communication techniques and devices, photo and audio recording.”
“You mean wiretapping?”
“Well, let’s call them effective surveillance techniques. We know that you frequent a health club and jog regularly—five kilometres twice a week. So we have no concerns about your physical fitness. We also know that you have a permit for firearms.” He paused. “At the moment we’re very much interested in the inbound shipments that take place at the Modano Company.” He paused again. “Okay so far?”
	She nodded. “Who will be my controller?”
	Brad gave out a quick laugh and for the first time he relaxed his shoulders against the back of the chair. “We don’t call them controllers anymore. I’ll be your main contact.”
	“I see.”
“Oh, one more thing. Vassilli is your friend and he’s been instrumental in providing us with information. He still is.” He cleared his throat. “He likes to be in charge; that’s his personality. He may try to pump you for information. Tell him to give me a call. It’s better if everything is channelled through one person: me, to be exact.” 
	For a moment Tamara remained silent. Vassilli was a close friend she could confide in with no reservation. Brad’s request made her feel uncomfortable. 
“Will I meet with the CSIS group that works on this case?”
	“Not at the moment. Maybe later, as the operation unfolds.”	 He extracted a card from the inside pocket of his coat and handed it to Tamara. “If I’m not available or you need anything urgently, you can contact this number. It belongs to our liaison office in London.”
Tamara sighed. She was in—and for good. “What’s the operation called?”
“Bullfrog.” 

