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      Stephenson popped into the situation room, hoping to get good news. It had become his routine for the last five weeks. Ever since Porter disappeared from the United Kingdom, Stephenson hoped she would reappear on their radar somewhere. But they didn’t have a trace of her. It was like she had just completely dropped off the grid.

      “Anything?” Stephenson asked. There wasn’t even a hint of hope in his voice.

      Patrick Myers just shook his head. “Nope. Nothing.”

      Though there were plenty of other things going on to keep them busy, Porter’s disappearance was the one thing that kept Stephenson up at night. It constantly bugged him. She was the one stain on his record. And he just couldn’t wash it off.

      “We keep plugging away at it,” Myers said. “We’re checking. She just isn’t anywhere to be found.”

      “Well, that needs to change. We need to find her. Yesterday.”

      “We’ll keep at it.”

      Stephenson checked his watch. “I’ve got a meeting in twenty minutes.”

      “Director Lennick?”

      Stephenson nodded, making somewhat of a groan, voicing his displeasure at the task. “Yeah.”

      “Porter?”

      “Probably. It seems that’s what he usually wants an update on.”

      Myers sighed as he looked at the screens on the wall. “I don’t know where she’s at. I mean, she’s gotta still be in the UK. She’s gotta be. We’ve checked all entry and exit points that we can think of along the coast of every country in that area. She’s nowhere. She’s got to have gone deep.”

      Stephenson wasn’t sure he shared that sentiment. “Maybe she found an entrance point that isn’t as monitored as we think.”

      “Even if she got in undetected somewhere, it’s been five weeks. We should have picked up her scent somewhere by now. The fact that we haven’t indicates she’s still there in the UK. Underground.”

      Stephenson folded his arms as he looked at various maps that popped up on one of the monitors. He looked at several countries, but he didn’t get a good sense of where Porter was. The fact was that she could have been anywhere by now. Five weeks was a long time to get to wherever she wanted to go.

      There were several times when Porter slipped away from them. But it never felt like she was that far away. She always felt close by. But Stephenson wasn’t getting that feeling now. Now, it felt like she was a million miles away.

      Eventually, Stephenson left the room to go to his meeting. He assumed Director Lennick would grill him about Porter, just as he had seemingly done every time they had talked since Porter went AWOL. As soon as he walked into the office, Lennick’s secretary motioned for Stephenson to go right in.

      Lennick was already at his desk waiting for him. He pretended to be reading some information in a file folder, but he just liked to keep the appearance that he was actually doing something else so it didn’t seem like he was waiting to ambush whoever was walking in—though an ambush was exactly how Stephenson felt walking in there. As Stephenson approached the desk, Lennick quickly closed the folder and pushed it aside.

      He cleared his throat, then motioned to the chair in front of the desk. “Sit down, John. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”

      That usually was an indication to Stephenson that he wasn’t going to like what he was about to hear. But Stephenson sat down and adjusted his suit jacket, waiting to hear the other shoe drop.

      “I’m not gonna beat around the bush here. We both have a lot going on. So let’s get straight to the point.”

      “Which is?” Stephenson asked.

      “Porter. Months now. You keep telling me we’re close. Yet here we are having the same conversation.”

      Stephenson threw his hands in the air. “She’s good. We trained her. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that she’s elusive. It’s what we taught her to be.”

      “So the student has become the master? That’s what you’re saying?”

      “I’m saying she’s tough. And we’re working on it.”

      Lennick shook his head. “No. That’s not good enough. Not anymore.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means your attention’s diverted.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my attention.”

      “Oh no?” Lennick pulled out a desk drawer and reached inside. He pulled out a bunch of folders. He started tossing them down on the desk one by one. “We’ve had this conversation before. Missions that have started slipping through your fingers. You told me before it was a temporary blip. That it would be handled. That does not appear to be the case.”

      “I’ll handle it.”

      Lennick pointed to the folders he just threw down. “These new ones over the past three months. Budapest, Latvia, Ukraine, Algeria, Bolivia, and let’s not forget the one in Yemen. All failures. It’s becoming the norm. And failure is not acceptable in this operation. Not while I’m running it. Porter’s gotten to you.”

      Stephenson clenched his jaw. “She has not gotten to me.”

      “Since this Porter situation has started, you’ve racked up more failures than you have successes. You’ve had more incomplete assignments in the last four months than you did the previous six years. Don’t tell me your attention isn’t diverted. It clearly, clearly is.”

      “I’ve got it under control.”

      “I don’t think you do. So we’re gonna help you with it.”

      Stephenson squinted his eyes, not sure what his boss was referring to. He didn’t like the sound of it, though. “What?”

      “I’m just gonna cut right to the chase. You’re being replaced as the Director of Dark Sky.”

      “What?! This is my program. I built it. I made it what it is.”

      “Yes. You have. And you’ve done an incredible job with it. It wouldn’t be what it is today without your contributions. Until now.”

      “You’re not just gonna push me to the side.”

      “I have no intention of doing anything of the kind,” Lennick said. “Porter. She’s a stain on you. She’s a stain on this building. And she needs to be cleaned off it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Myers will temporarily take over as Acting Director of Dark Sky. He will worry about everything other than Porter. She is no longer his concern.”

      “And me?”

      “You have one job, and one responsibility. Find Porter. Go overseas, focus on her, and take her out. If you can do that, and you prove that you’re not a liability anymore, maybe we can talk about you resuming your old responsibilities.”

      “And if I don’t?” Stephenson asked.

      “We won’t be having this conversation in six months, John. Because if Porter’s still out there, you won’t be able to get in the building anymore.”

      The implication was clear. Either Stephenson got Porter, or he was out of a job. Though it sounded to him like they were trying to push him in that direction regardless.

      “And what makes you think I’ll have better luck over there than I do here?”

      “Maybe you’re too far away from it here,” Lennick replied. “Too many things going on. Maybe you just need a fresh perspective.”

      “I’m not sure a different perspective is what I need.”

      “Either way, that’s the situation as it stands today.”

      “And do you have an idea on where overseas I should be going?” Stephenson asked.

      “Try France. She has an apartment there, does she not?”

      “We’ve had that apartment staked out for months. She hasn’t gone anywhere near it. And she won’t. She knows we’re watching it. She won’t risk it.”

      “Where you decide to go is up to you,” Lennick said. “Assuming you still want to be part of this agency.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then I’m not sure there’s a role for you here anymore.”

      “If I accept this assignment and succeed?”

      “Then perhaps we’ll talk about resuming your former duties.”

      “Doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice,” Stephenson said.

      “There’s always a choice. You just have to be willing to make it.”

      “How long do I have to think about it?”

      “About two minutes.”

      Stephenson chuckled. “Sounds like it’s already been decided.”

      “By everyone but you.”

      Stephenson tapped his fingers on the arms of his chair. “Well, I guess I should be looking into flights then, shouldn’t I?”

      Lennick nodded. “I’m glad you’ve come to this decision.”

      “So am I a one-man task force on this?”

      “No. You’ll still have the means and resources of the agency at your disposal. You’ll just be focused on one task. Set yourself up at one of our stations. You pick it. Coordinate from there. You’ll be able to use whatever operators we have in the area.”

      Stephenson sat there, thinking of his options, not that he had any. “I suppose I’ll use France as my home base and work from there.”

      “I’ll set it up.”

      Stephenson immediately got up and left, not bothering to shake hands with his boss or give him a farewell greeting. He wasn’t in the mood for that. He went straight back to the situation room and found his lieutenant.

      “Looks like there’s been a change in plans.”

      Myers scrunched his face together, not liking the sound of that. “What plans?”

      “I’m being sent overseas to lead the Porter efforts from there.”

      “What? Why? What about here?”

      “You’ll be taking over as Acting Director here while I’m gone.”

      Myers rubbed the side of his nose as he processed the information. “So we’re not looking for her anymore?”

      “Apparently they want just me. And they want me doing it from over there.”

      “What sense does that make? You can do the same things from there as you can from here.”

      “I know that. But he’s growing impatient with our lack of results. And with some of our other failures lately.”

      “I think it’s a mistake.”

      “You and me both,” Stephenson said. “But it is what it is. No use fighting it. We’ll just have to make the best of it in the time I’m over there. Then when I get Porter, I’ll be back.”

      “Should we stay on standby?”

      Stephenson nodded. “Keep a few people on it, and divert the rest to other assignments.”

      “I will. Have your resources been cut over there?”

      “They say they haven’t. We’ll see about that when I get there.”

      “I still don’t like it. Almost seems like this is being set up to fail. I don’t see the point.”

      Stephenson’s eyes danced around the room for a few moments, letting his underling’s words sink in. What if he was being set up to fail? Maybe that was the point. Maybe it was a way to make Stephenson look even worse in order to help facilitate his demise. Even if that was the case, though, he wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “I’ll just have to make sure failure isn’t an option,” Stephenson said. “I’ll get her. At any cost.”
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      Porter was sitting at an outdoor table, keeping an eye on her surroundings. She was in Paris. And she had the front door to her apartment in sight. She’d been in the area, walking around for a couple of hours now. She’d just found an open table and sat down to continue her surveillance.

      In order to make sure she wasn’t spotted, she had on a baseball hat, her hair pulled up under it, and a long coat with the collar popped up over the back of her neck. She was sipping on a coffee as her eyes moved all around. She’d been looking for a sign of some unwanted visitors, but she hadn’t noticed any yet. But that didn’t mean they weren’t somewhere watching.

      Porter had only been in France for two days now, after spending five weeks in Ireland. It was a longer stay there than she wanted, but she needed to let her body heal from the injuries she had sustained in England. Now she was feeling pretty good. She had no limitations in her movements. That was key, because she wasn’t sure what she was going to run into here. Maybe nothing. Maybe an army. But she was ready for either instance.

      Luckily, or maybe unluckily, depending on the point of view, she still saw no signs of Dark Sky agents. She wasn’t really sure which she preferred. Not seeing them, and pretending they weren’t there, or finding them, and knowing that they were.

      Porter continued sitting at her table for several more minutes, just watching as the people went by. Her phone rang, and she already assumed who it was without even looking at it. After all, there would only be one person who would be calling her. The only one who had her number.

      “Hey, George.”

      “Hey yourself,” Watts replied. “How are things?”

      “You know, just sitting on a beach reading a book here. Soaking up the sand and the waves.”

      Watts chuckled. “A beach, huh?”

      “Not believable?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “I’m outside my apartment,” Porter said. “Just like I told you I would.”

      “I was hoping once you got there, you’d have second thoughts and turn around. You’re free right now, Cari. You can disappear.”

      “Can I?”

      “Yes. The last five weeks have proven that. You’re a ghost to them right now. Stay that way.”

      Porter took a deep breath. “There’s just something tugging at me to go back to that apartment. What if that’s the nudge I need to remember something?”

      “But what if it’s not? What if it doesn’t give you the slightest hint of who you were? And what if they’re watching? Then you’d be putting yourself in danger for nothing.”

      “I think it’s a gamble I have to take.”

      “But you don’t. You just think you do.”

      “How can I go on without knowing who I was? Who I am?”

      “You are who you are right now,” Watts said. “That’s all that matters. Who you were a year ago is gone. She doesn’t matter anymore. Live in the moment. Not the past.”

      “I wish I could think that way.”

      “You can. You just have to want to.”

      “I… I just need to exhaust all possibilities first.”

      “It’s your call.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you’re trying to help me, and I just seem to keep stepping in my own way, don’t I? I should just take the easy way out.”

      “No need to apologize,” Watts replied. “If the situation were reversed, I might do the same thing. You figure out your plan yet?”

      “No, I’m still working on it. I walked past the place earlier, and there was a buzzer outside the door. I’m assuming there’s a caretaker or something that lets everyone in and takes care of the place.”

      “How’s the situation on the outside? A lot of traffic?”

      “Eh, it’s not super crowded,” Porter answered. “It’s kind of a weird place.”

      “How so?”

      “There’s like, no benches or anything. And there are shops all over the place on the ground floor, then it looks like all the apartments are on top of them. The streets are narrow. It’s very cozy, but… different.”

      “That’s Paris.”

      “I’m at an outdoor cafe, then there’s another cafe down there, a pizza place, another food place, some other stores… it’s different from where I’ve been before. If there’s someone watching, they’re not doing it at the street level.”

      “If they’re there, it’s likely that they’re watching from another apartment that can see the front door.”

      Porter’s eyes looked up at all the buildings and windows surrounding her. She’d figured that was the case, too.

      “I don’t know how I’m gonna get in unnoticed,” Porter said.

      “Try the back door. Or maybe drop in from up top.”

      Porter got up and started walking around the building her apartment was in. She was relaying everything she was seeing. As she walked past the door that led to her apartment, she made sure to keep her head down and keep walking. She walked completely around the building, not seeing another entrance.

      “Doesn’t look like there’s anything,” Porter said.

      “What about the roof? Can you get up there and make your way down?”

      Porter looked up. “I don’t see how that’s possible. I’d need a really tall ladder. And even if there was a way…” Porter looked around at all the people passing her. “I don’t see how I’d get up there without being spotted.”

      “Guess that leaves only one possibility, then.”

      “Which is?”

      “Gotta go in the front door.”

      Porter sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

      “Hey, you can always just turn around.”

      “I knew you’d say that too.”

      Porter walked back around, standing near the cafe where she was originally sitting. She leaned up against the side of the building as she talked on the phone, acting casually, though her eyes were working overtime in scanning the area. It seemed like a good place to keep out of sight. Once she was in the apartment, that is. Since there were no places to sit directly outside the apartment, it was tough to keep the building under surveillance unless someone was in another apartment across the street. It was probably why she picked the building in the first place. If you looked out the window, you could definitely see what was happening down below. And who was out there.

      Of course, now the problem was in getting in. Not only did she worry about being seen by someone in another apartment, she worried about getting into the building to begin with. There was a buzzer on the outside, just next to the door on the wall. But once she hit that buzzer, she had no idea who or what was going to answer the door. Maybe there was a Dark Sky agent already in there waiting for her. What if there was somebody else living in her apartment now? A lot of uncertainty was running through Porter’s mind. More than before she got there.

      Before, she was certain her apartment would still be vacant, as if she’d never left. But what if it wasn’t? What if someone else was now living there? And what would she do if her apartment was still there, waiting for her to come back to it, but it was just as if she were in a stranger’s place? What would she do if it was like all the other familiar things in her life, like Chesney, Evan, the hotel in England, and she still didn’t recognize anything?

      As she listened to Watts in her ear, Porter continued to focus on that door. As the seconds went by, her resolve strengthened. She was starting to put the doubts behind her. Her apartment was there, just like it always had been. And there was nobody waiting for her. It was all in her mind. Once she was back home, she’d remember. Being there was just what she needed. She could feel it.

      “I’m going in,” she finally said, interrupting Watts mid-sentence.

      “Now?”

      “Yeah. I have to. Otherwise I’ll just keep waiting, thinking about what bad things might happen.”

      “They still could, you know.”

      “I know. But I need answers. And I’m not gonna get them waiting out here.”

      “Good luck. Before you go in, though, take a look around again. Make sure. Be safe. Have an exit strategy in case things go bad.”

      Porter took another look around again, even though it wasn’t necessary. She’d already come up with an exit strategy. If she had to run out of the apartment, there were four different roads she could take. And she was only a street away from getting back onto a main road. At that time of day, there would be a lot of traffic. She was confident she could lose anyone that was on her tail. But hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      “Well, I guess once you’re out, let me know how it goes.”

      “I will,” Porter replied.

      “And keep your head up. Even if it looks like you’re alone, it doesn’t mean you actually are.”

      “I’ll remember. Thanks.”

      Porter slowly started walking toward the door to her apartment. She kept the phone pressed to her right ear, pretending she was talking. It was one more thing that would help to cover her face in case someone was watching. Once she got there, she stopped and stared at the buzzer next to the door. She didn’t turn around, not wanting to give the appearance that she was looking for something. That would be a dead giveaway if she was being watched. She needed to make it seem like she belonged, and that she was someone else.

      Porter took a few deep breaths, then finally pushed the buzzer with her left hand. Then she just waited. But as she did, she slowly moved her left hand inside her coat, feeling the handle of her gun with her fingers. She was ready if things started badly.
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      As Porter waited for the door to open, she started to get antsy. She gulped, and could feel her muscles tighten, as she expected the worst. She was pleasantly surprised when the door finally opened, revealing a middle-aged woman standing there. The two stared at each other for a moment. Porter wasn’t quite sure what to say.

      “Umm…”

      A huge smile suddenly took over the woman’s face. She put her arms out wide and stepped forward to give Porter a hug. Porter finally took her hand off her gun, both of her arms down by her side, feeling a little awkward about what was happening. It sure beat the alternative, though. If this was the worst she’d encounter, she’d take it.

      “Ms. Porter! It’s so good to see you again! I’ve missed you!” The woman finally stopped hugging her and took a few steps back. “Let me take a look at you. You look a little thinner since the last time you were here.”

      An uncomfortable-looking grin came over Porter as she continued to stand there. “Yes, I’ve been… really busy.”

      “I’m sure. I can’t believe you’re back. It’s been… six or eight months, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, something like that. I’ve been traveling so much, I can’t even remember.”

      “When’s that company of yours going to start giving you a break?”

      Porter started shaking her head. “Um, yeah, I’ve been wondering about that myself. Just… busy, busy, busy.”

      “They should give you more money if you’re going to be flying around all over the place all the time.”

      “I… I agree.”

      The woman then started speaking in French, to which Porter replied without a hint of a problem.

      “I see your French is still very good.”

      Porter smiled. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’re tired from your travels and would like to go up to your apartment, so I’ll get out of your way.”

      “Uh, about that. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I must’ve misplaced my key somewhere, and I don’t know where it is. Could you let me in?”

      “Oh, of course. No problem.”

      The woman closed the door, then led Porter up the steps. Porter was still inquisitive, though.

      “Could you tell me how much time I have left on the rent? I don’t remember how far in advance I paid.”

      “Hmm. I would have to check my records, but I believe you still have another year or so. You paid for three years when you moved in two years ago, remember?”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Porter said. “How silly of me to forget.”

      “You’re not thinking of leaving and looking for another place, are you?”

      “No, not right now. I was just making sure I didn’t have to pay again soon.”

      “No, there’s still plenty of time. Is the pharmaceutical company paying for it again?”

      “What? Pharmaceutical company?”

      “Yes, your employers.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Porter said with a laugh. “I’m sorry. I just got off the plane, and let me tell you, jet lag is a real thing. My mind is all over the place. It’s like a blank slate. I can barely remember my own name right now.”

      “I’m sure. Especially with how much you travel. It must be exhausting.”

      “It is. I’m gonna have to start slowing down one of these days.”

      “Maybe that boyfriend of yours will propose and you two can settle down and start a family.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “Yes. Aren’t you and him together anymore? What was his name? Jason?”

      “Oh, no,” Porter solemnly answered. “No, we’re not together anymore.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. He seemed like such a nice young man. Was it the traveling?”

      “Um, it was a lot of things.”

      “I’m sorry. Whenever you talked about him, it seemed like eventually you were going to get out of this business and go somewhere else.”

      Porter sighed. “I guess things don’t always go the way we hope they will.”

      “You can say that again.” They finally reached Porter’s apartment on the sixth floor. “Well, here we are.”

      As they stood in front of the door, with the other woman fumbling around with her keys, Porter just stared at the door. She used to live here. From what she was told, she spent two years here, though with her job and going all over the place, that wasn’t as long as it would be for most people. She was getting nervous. Her hands were sweaty, and she wiped them on her pants. She was only a few feet from going inside, and maybe getting an answer or two. She gulped, nervous that she wouldn’t get any. Her eyes started blinking fast, thinking of what may have awaited her. Her mind was racing a thousand miles an hour. She didn’t have one clear thought. Everything started meshing together.

      The woman finally unlocked the door. “Well, there you are.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Porter took a step toward the door, then stopped. “Oh, can you tell me if there’s been anyone here looking for me? Asking if I’m home or anything like that?”

      The woman looked down and put her hand on her chin as she thought about it. “No, not that I can recall. Were you expecting someone?”

      “No, not really. Just wanted to see if there was maybe somebody I needed to call or something if they were looking for me.”

      “Oh. No, nobody that I can think of.”

      “Good. Well, thank you again.”

      “Get some rest. I’ll try to get another key for you soon. Are you staying long this time?”

      “Um, I’m not sure,” Porter replied.

      “OK. Well, you let me know.”

      “I certainly will.”

      As the woman walked toward the steps again, Porter turned around to face her apartment. She stood there for a moment, taking a deep breath before going forward. She put her left hand on the knob of the door, but didn’t turn it yet. She closed her eyes and started whispering.

      “Please let me find some answers.”

      Porter turned the knob and opened the door. She wasn’t sure what to expect once she walked in. As the door fully opened, she got a full view. A small glimpse of hope came over her face. Even her eyes got a little glossy. She was now home, whatever that meant. She walked inside, closely looking at her surroundings. Everything was very white. The furniture, the walls, even the kitchen.

      It wasn’t a big place. Probably about a thousand square feet total. But it was very clean and modern looking. Porter half-expected the place to be messy. Most likely because she assumed Dark Sky had been there and ransacked the place. But maybe they hadn’t.

      Porter took her coat off and went over to the sofa, standing in front of it for a second. It was almost like she was afraid to sit down, uncomfortable in her surroundings, the way visitors do in someone else’s house when they don’t want to appear like they’re making themselves too much at home. But she eventually did sit down. She sat there, hardly moving, only turning her head, just looking the place over.

      She thought if she

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

