

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Dedication

Also by Stuart Jaffe

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

NATHAN'S NEXT ADVENTURE

About the Author

Copyright Information


 

 

The Puppeteer

a Nathan K thriller

 

Stuart Jaffe


 

 

For all of you wonderful readers

who continue to enjoy Nathan K

 


 

Also by Stuart Jaffe

Max Porter Paranormal Mysteries

Southern Bound

Southern Charm

Southern Belle

Southern Gothic

Southern Haunts

Southern Curses

Southern Rites

Southern Craft

Southern Spirit

Southern Flames

Southern Fury

Southern Souls

Southern Blood

Southern Graves

Southern Dead

 

The Ridnight Mysteries

The Water Blade

The Waters of Taladoro

Waterfire

 

Nathan K Thrillers

Immortal Killers

Killing Machine

The Cardinal

Yukon Massacre

The First Battle

Immortal Darkness

A Spy for Eternity

Prisoner

Desert Takedown

Lone Star Standoff

The Puppeteer

Blowback

 

Parallel Society

The Infinity Caverns

Book on the Isle

Rift Angel

Lost Time

Pages of Glass

The Bold Warrior

 

The Malja Chronicles

The Way of the Black Beast

The Way of the Sword and Gun

The Way of the Brother Gods

The Way of the Blade

The Way of the Power

The Way of the Soul

 

Gillian Boone novels

A Glimpse of Her Soul

Pathway to Spirit

 

Stand Alone Novels

After The Crash

Real Magic

Founders

 

Short Story Collection

10 Bits of My Brain

10 More Bits of My Brain

The Bluesman

The Marshall Drummond Case Files: Cabinet 1

The Marshall Drummond Case Files: Cabinet 2

The Marshall Drummond Case Files: Cabinet 3

Non-Fiction

How to Write Magical Words: A Writer’s Companion

 

For more information, please visit www.stuartjaffe.com

Join the Stuart Jaffe Reader’s Group for free books!

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

Lights throbbed in time with the ache in Nathan’s head. He lay flat but felt motion underneath him. Strapped down. Lots of shouting. He couldn’t understand a word. He tried to turn his head but hard foam walls clamped either side making it impossible to move. Sour blood in his mouth.

“Nathan? Nathan?” A familiar voice.

Nathan inched his chin down and spotted Robin floating to his right side. Men and women dressed in white surrounded her. The lights above slid by.

“You’re going to be okay,” she said, but the sweat glittering her frosted-blonde hair and the wrinkled concern across her dark skin suggested otherwise.

Seeing her, however, brought with it flashes — they were in South Korea. And he rolled through the emergency room of a hospital.

Speaking rapid-fire Korean, a nurse pulled Robin away. The gurney slid through wide double-doors and stopped next to another table. Doctors and nurses rushed around him like busy insects as they cut open his shirt.

It was a stakeout. Nathan and Altman had been sitting for hours in a small rental car. Information they had acquired through hard-fought means led them to that point. Because the man responsible for Altman’s sister being near-catatonic was an Immortal known as Russo. Once in South Korea, it was not difficult to locate him, and they had spent a long week following him through various cities and towns.

“Hana, doh, set.” Nathan could not be sure who had counted off, but he was lifted from the gurney onto the operating table. Sharp pain slalomed down his arm.

Now that they had come close to Russo, Altman’s determination and single-minded focus expanded exponentially. Twice during the week, Nathan had to talk her down from blitzing in, guns a-blazing. She didn’t understand. She had never experienced Russo’s ability.

But Nathan had.

Once.

He tried explaining to Robin and Altman, but words failed him. Russo was a rare Immortal called a puppeteer. He had a mental ability to control those around him. Several years back, when Nathan had first attempted attacking the man, Russo had been able to render him motionless and then slowly force Nathan to raise his gun against his teammates. It was not flawless, this ability. Russo never managed to get Nathan to squeeze the trigger, but the puppeteer had a lot of power back then. Probably had more now.

Something cold swabbed against his arm and then a stinging prick as a nurse set an IV into his arm.

He had tried to get Altman to understand that they needed to be smart about their approach. To attack Russo head-on would most likely end with their own deaths. And even if they had succeeded, what then? Without understanding Russo’s weak points, they had no way to force him into helping Altman’s sister, to reversing whatever damage he had done to her.

Though he could not understand the doctors and nurses, they continually talked to him, presumably explaining his situation and the procedures they planned to follow. Even if he could have understood Korean, it wouldn’t have mattered. His focus blurred in and out as they attached leads to his chest.

In the first several days after arriving in Korea, Robin built a profile of Russo’s business activities. Somewhere in all that data covering numerous corporations and shell corporations, land holdings and rental properties, an answer awaited. But Altman’s patience no longer existed. Not when they watched Russo leave his hotel. With packed bags. As his chauffer placed them in the back of his limo, Altman reached for the door.

“He’s leaving,” she said, her fine British accent always pleasant — even when threatening to kill somebody. “Time to move.”

“We’re not ready. We follow him. If he goes to an airport, Robin will find out what country he’s off to next. Now that we’ve got him under our view, I promise you, we won’t let go.”

“That’s not good enough. We simply cannot let him escape South Korea.”

Before Nathan could argue further, Altman jumped out of the car and bolted toward Russo. The racing clicks of her boots pulled attention. Russo ducked into the limo as his driver dove in the passenger side.

Nathan floored the gas, screeching tires as he sped forward. The limo tore off, the back door closing on Russo. Slowing only enough for Altman to leap in, Nathan then slammed the gas once again.

He could see how Altman watched the limo, willing the car to go faster, like a gambling addict watching her horse gathering steam in the last leg. A voice spoke out as if within his head and in the car at the same time — no, that was his confused mind. But the voice had been Robin in his ear. She had been warning him. Of what?

The doctors murmured to each other out of view. A pale light came off the wall from their direction — looking at x-rays on an old light board? Perhaps the distinct light from a computer monitor? 

Gripping the steering wheel, he ripped through the narrow streets. A truck jammed him from behind. Not an accident, no. It hit hard and with purpose. Ramming into the car’s trunk and continuing forward, forcing Nathan into a spin. In seconds, the car faced backwards and he got a good look at the driver — a Korean man with hair down to the bridge of his nose wearing a black suit and a white tie. Then the driver opened fire from a Colt 45 Magnum.

The window at Nathan’s side shattered. He flattened the brakes and spun the car around to avoid a second shot. Sweat stung his eyes and his head screamed in pain but he ignored it all. He had no time. Adrenaline dulled those senses while heightening others. He managed to whirl the car around the truck and come to a stop perpendicular to the road.

Looking to Altman, half-expecting to see her head a bloodied mass, he said, “Are you okay? Are you hit?”

The shock on her face did not answer his question. But he saw no blood. Only surprise.

Then the burning in his skull told him. The bullet pushed out of his brain matter and his bones reformed.

Altman covered her mouth. “How were you able to keep driving without half your head?”

It was a good question. He had no answer. It was the first time he had died and not been aware of it. Apparently, the Immortal body could keep reacting for a bit longer than expected — even when most of it had suffered major trauma.

That was when the second car hit.

Also not an accident, the car T-boned Nathan and Altman without remorse. Shoved them right off the road and into a ditch. That was the last thing he remembered.

Looking at the doctors, he said, “The woman I came in with. British woman. Black. Not the one with dyed hair. Is she hurt bad?” But the words sounded strange when they left his mouth. Garbled.

Nathan tried to sit up but the nurses pushed him back. They rattled off more Korean. He struggled. As they held him down, another came in and injected something into his IV line.

His head lolled back. He could feel consciousness slipping. He heard the steady beeping of a machine. Then darkness encroached on the edges of his vision.

His heart hammered. His muscles tensed. The Darkness. They didn’t understand. They couldn’t. If he allowed the Darkness to get him, if he allowed his soul to leave his body, it would all be over. He needed another soul. He was in a hospital — there had to be available souls all around him, people close to the edge of death. Even though he couldn’t see them, if he could reach out and feel them, know that they were there to allow his own soul to rest, to fight off the Darkness. He had done it before. He had fought off the Darkness, fought for the Immortal body he enjoyed. He could do it again.

The lights flickered. All the medical equipment in the operating room went out. The doctors started ordering each other while several dashed out the room.

Strange, though. Nathan could not feel a dying soul. He could only see that Darkness closing in. Yet it was not cold, not empty. It felt like sleep, like dreams, and his pulse eased. They had drugged him — of course. This was not the Darkness of Death. Not yet.

And as he slipped into sleep, he heard the distinct beeps of the medical equipment return and saw flickers of light flash across the ceiling.

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

When Nathan opened his eyes, before he saw the off-green hospital room, before he saw the hard cast on his arm or felt the rawness in his once-intubated throat, he saw Robin. She sat at the bedside, a can of Coke in her hand, a line of empty cans on the rolling tray over the bed. Her eyes widened along with her smile.

“You’re awake,” she said, the words coming out with caution.

Feeling the aches up and down the left side of his body and recalling the impact of the second car accident, his voice scratched out the words, “How long?”

“Oh, not long at all. Only a day.” With each phrase, Robin’s speed picked up along with her enthusiasm. “You’re a tough one. We’re still in South Korea and still on mission. Altman is full of guilt over what happened. She’s really beating herself up. But don’t worry. While I’ve been here watching over you, she’s been continuing surveillance of Russo. I said don’t worry and I can see the worry on your face. She’s not gone crazy again. She’s watching him and that’s all.”

Nathan chuckled, and the shaking of his ribs caused another pulse of pain through his body.

“I know, I know,” Robin said. “I talk fast enough to begin with, but it doesn’t help that I’ve had enough caffeine to fuel another war between North and South Korea. That is, if the garlic doesn’t start it. Not garlic in me, you can smell my breath, I’m fine. But I still can’t get over how much garlic is in this country. They’ve got it hanging out windows and by doors and it’s in everything we’ve eaten. I love the taste, but a palate requires variety, y’know? Still, I’ve got to say that overall, I dig their food. Except kim-chi. That stuff is nasty.”

“I don’t mind. Wait, what are we talking about?”

“Sorry. Got side-tracked. The point of what I was originally saying before is simply this — you don’t have to worry. We’ve got everything under control. You just need to rest.”

“No,” Nathan managed.

“Don’t even start arguing with me. You forget — I know all about you. We both do. We understand that you need to get yourself another soul. But we can’t get that right now. It may surprise you, but it’s not so easy to smuggle in somebody you intend to kill. Besides, you’re perfectly safe here in the hospital. Nothing wrong with a little real-time healing.”

That wasn’t exactly true. As long as he was mortal, not only was he vulnerable to attack, but he also aged. He needed a second soul to maintain his youth. No point in being an Immortal if he was stuck forever as an ailing old man.

But for the short term, he did not have the strength or energy to argue. Instead, he chose to focus on the surveillance. “Russo?”

Robin knocked back the last of her cola and set the can on the table next to the others. “After your little run in with Russo, I tracked him to a town called Sanyang. It’s a suburb of Mungyeong which is a small city. It wasn’t listed on the data of his safehouses we stole off that laptop, so I’m guessing it was an improvised matter. He’s holed up there. Took me a while to find him because I had spent so much time here when you were in the emergency room, but I happen to have a little bit of code I created — okay, okay, I borrowed some of it from a few sources — but I made the rest. Anyway, I use this code to —”

“Please, I’m still recovering.”

“Sheesh, it doesn’t always have to be about the results, you know. The process can be fascinating, too. But seeing as you are the one lying there all beat up, I’ll spare you. I found him. That’s all you really need to know. Altman and I have been taking shifts watching him. He hasn’t done much except for one interesting meeting. Do you want anything to drink? I could go for another Coke?”

“The meeting.” He bit back any laughter and all frustration.

“At about seven o’clock this morning, Altman reported the arrival of a long, black car. A man came out, was greeted by Russo directly, and the two entered the house. I had set up Altman with a parabolic antenna so that we could catch some of what was being said in there. According to her, the man and Russo discussed soul storage. Is that a real thing? You’ve never mentioned it before.”

Nathan felt a twinge in his gut, one that did not come from any injury. “Describe this man.”

“Short, a bit chubby, very well dressed. Sounded a bit effeminate. Kind of reminds me of my friend’s Uncle Mike. I didn’t have a lot of childhood friends, and Kelsey, that was her name, she had a big family. You see, Uncle Mike always would show up with —”

Nathan raised his index finger to stop her from rambling on. He knew this man that spoke with Russo. Back when he first met Robin, they went to a secret, underground storage vault where Robin had stashed sensitive computer files. While she retrieved them and Nathan waited above, Mr. Bryant arrived with two bodyguards. He was exactly the man Robin now described.

By the end of that rather strange conversation, he had learned that Mr. Bryant knew of Immortals and considered himself an aide in soul storage. Nathan was too green at being an Immortal to have an opinion on the reliability of this man. He could not understand how a soul could be stored away, so he let the matter drop. That was years ago. Yet now this Mr. Bryant had appeared in South Korea chatting about his trade with Russo. Not good.

“I need to get out of here,” Nathan said, fighting the rasp scratching his throat. “You and Altman keep up what you’re doing. We can’t lose sight of Russo. If he realizes I was in that car, he’ll be coming for me.”

Robin must have recognized the seriousness in his tone. She simply nodded, leaned forward and kissed his cheek. She placed an object in his hand.

“Ear-comms,” she said. “I don’t know what happened to your old ones. Probably strewn across the highway after the accident. These are on the new frequency Altman and I are using. I’ll do what I can to find you another soul, but you’d be better off grabbing one here.”

“Kind of hard when I can’t read Korean. Don’t even know where to find the cancer ward.”

Standing, she said, “In that case, get well soon. We’re going to need you.”

He couldn’t help it. He laughed again. Which led to a few winces of pain as she headed out.

Before she could exit, however, a gentleman with hardship on his face and the harried, unkempt suit of a police detective entered. Robin turned back to Nathan.

With a roll of the eyes, she said, “I was hoping he wouldn’t come back. I tried to tell him that you couldn’t talk yet, but my Korean is not so good. Anyway, this is Detective Park. That’s like a Smith or Jones here in Korea. You want me to stick around?”

Nathan shook his head. “My throat will last a little longer.”

“Okay. Call me if you need anything.” This time she made it out the door.

Hitching up his pants, Detective Park walked around to the far side of the bed and dragged a chair across the floor. Normally, these kinds of theatrics would bother Nathan, but he did not mind the waste of time now. He needed every second to think about what Park could possibly know or want to know.

The detective flipped open a notebook. “I understand your name is Nathaniel Johnson. Is that correct?”

“Call me Nathan. Your English is good.”

“I’m sure your Korean sucks as bad as your friend’s.” Park rubbed his nose and sniffled. “Nathan, I am Detective Park, a special detective for the US Embassy. The accident you had yesterday was brought to our attention, and I’m here to follow up on the matter.”

“That’s quite a service the embassy provides. I thought you guys were all about dinner parties and backroom arms deals.”

“I’m not invited to the parties, and nobody would want a detective around any such dealings you’re talking about. None of that really interests me, anyway. What does interest me is the second car that hit you.”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you out. I don’t remember much at all.”

“Try.”

“Well, I was driving along the highway, got cut off by a guy, and I admit I lost my temper. I ended up driving faster than I should’ve. I don’t know if I caused the accident directly or not, but something hit me. I lost control of the car, and from what I’ve been told, a second car hit me, plowed me right off the road. That’s all I remember.”

“See, that all sounds fine and it does follow what most people believe happened. However, I’ve watched the highway camera footage — they have cameras covering most every mile of the major roadways. Anyway, your accident is quite clear to see. And the problem I’m having is that the second car, to me, looks like it deliberately hit you. Making this a little more complicated is the fact that the guy in front of you, the one you were angry at for cutting you off, well, I can’t find anywhere that he cut you off. There are also a few odd flares of light. The camera quality is low, so I can’t be sure, but I swear those look like muzzle flashes. You understand? Somebody shot a gun during this accident. But even more interesting, the first car belongs to a man named Russo.”

Nathan focused all his energy on not moving a muscle.

Detective Park continued, “This Mr. Russo is not a Korean man. In fact, it’s a bit unclear what his country of origin is. But I can tell you this much — you do not want to mess with him. He is a dangerous criminal. He is wanted in numerous countries throughout the world, and he runs a variety of criminal enterprises.”

“Sounds like a bad man.”

“One of the worst. And since he didn’t cut you off, I have to wonder what’s really going on here. So, I’ll ask you again — do you have any reason to know Mr. Russo or why they deliberately ran you off the road?”

“I think that’s the first time you’ve asked me that.”

That was a mistake. Nathan should not have been flippant. It only aroused suspicions.

Sure enough, Mr. Park pocketed his notebook while a scowl passed his brow. “You be careful, Mr. Johnson. Whatever you’re getting yourself caught into, it never ends well for people like you. If you can, get out of the way. Better yet come talk to me. I’m not Korean police. I work for the US Embassy, which means I can help get you out of here without any legal troubles. That’s my job. To help US citizens out of sticky situations.”

“The kinds of situations that if made public might look really bad for the US.”

“Among other things. In this case, we don’t want you to become a dead American — especially by gunshot. So, do us all a favor and leave Mr. Russo alone. Let the pros like me handle him.”

Detective Park stood, hitched his pants up again, and left the room. Nathan did not want to laugh anymore.

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

Late that night, the unique quiet of the hospital — formed by the sleeping struggle of healing bodies — broke under the hard stride of three men approaching. The sound woke Nathan, and with his good hand, he grabbed the nearest weapon. A pen. He considered slipping across the room and waiting by the door, ready to strike the first to enter. But he had to reject the idea. When he moved his right leg towards the edge of the bed, burning flared up his side, promising that his injuries prevented any grand movements.

He stared at the door. Watched the handle. Waited for it to turn.

When the footsteps ceased, Korean words were exchanged between the men. They made no effort at stealth which gave Nathan pause. If they intended to murder him, they would not want the night staff to know of their existence. All thoughts of his impending death were squashed completely when one of the men knocked on the door.

“Mr. K? May we enter?”

Nathan grunted as his hand tightened around the pen. They knew his name. Not good. While he no longer feared an attempt at his life, he still harbored concerns.

The man who entered wore a blue suit with a white shirt and black tie. Not an easy look to pull off, yet he seemed at home in these clothes. His dark hair danced below the fringe of his collar, and he moved with the confidence of authority. The thought hit Nathan that he faced another detective, perhaps one truly on the police force.

As the door closed, Nathan caught sight of the two men waiting in the hall. They didn’t act like police. But they didn’t act like gangsters, either.

The man in the blue suit stopped at the foot of the bed and offered a polite bow. “My name is Mr. Yoon. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Yoon? Should I know that name?”

Yoon looked no older than his mid-20s yet he chuckled like an elderly man facing a youthful, naïve question. Nathan narrowed his focus, trying to spot the aura most Immortals carried.

“Allow me to save you the trouble,” Yoon said. “Yes, I am an Immortal. Specifically, I became one in 1942. However, as I understand it, this particular body can be traced back nearly a thousand years.”

“Great. Now you know me and I know you. Care to explain why you’re bothering me in the middle of the night? I’m assuming you’re not here to kill me.”

“So direct. So American. No, I’m not here to kill you. In fact, I’m here to make you an offer.”

Nathan’s eyes searched the room for better weapons or safe exits. Then he remembered that his legs would not cooperate with any drastic maneuvers. The best he could think to do was scratch his ear, and in the process, tap on his comm. Not that Robin would be much help, but
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