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Chapter 1






The tension was
palpable when one of the
Marines in the boarding party reported back to the top deck of
the Soo Park
3, the container ship that
they had been searching. Their Lieutenant, Jordan Blacklock, was
waiting with the North Korean captain for the results of their
search.

“Well?” the
Lieutenant demanded.

The Marine corporal shot
a contemptuous look at the North Korean captain’s smug grin and
then faced his commanding officer. “We still haven’t found
anything, sir.”

Lieutenant
Blacklock remained outwardly stoic, refusing to react in a way
which might give any satisfaction to the Korean. His team, acting
under the authority provided to them under three different UN
Resolutions, had boarded the container ship that they had been
tracking since it left Pyongyang, North Korea, on a heading towards
the Sea of Japan. It was promptly intercepted by the
USS Conner, a US Navy destroyer, as soon as the container ship
had left North Korean territorial waters.

The
USS Conner had approached the Soo Park 3 and
signalled for it to stop for the UN-mandated inspection. The
container ship immediately complied.

The inspection was
supposed to be routine and straight-forward, but it had quickly
turned out otherwise. The commander of the USS Conner,
Captain Billings, initially viewed the fully-loaded container ship
as an easy seizure. There were so many goods on the international
embargo list that a stacked-full ship like that would be bound to
have something on board that was verboten.

Billings
had ordered the dozen Marines who
were assigned to his ship as its resident boarding party to do a
thorough search of the North Korean vessel. They brought with them
scanning equipment for use on the container ship and each set of
scanners had capabilities to compensate for any gaps in detection
that the others may have possessed. The Marines worked diligently
and efficiently, using all of their devices which could - between
them - scan each and every container with infra-red, x-rays, and a
special pulse beam which was used specifically to detect hidden
compartments and false walls.

Not only were
there no readings of any
contraband, there were no readings of anything at all. The
container ship was loaded to capacity with shipping containers, and
every single one of them was completely empty. Lieutenant Blacklock
had contacted Captain Billings earlier and informed him of his
findings, or specifically his lack thereof. Upon hearing of the
nothingness found, Billings ordered the lieutenant to do a manual
search of the containers, crew quarters, engine areas, and every
square inch of the ship with the K-9 unit. Unbeknownst to the North
Koreans, the Marines were filming the ship sections on hidden
cameras which were integrated into their helmets so that a team on
board the USS Conner
could provide them with real-time
tips and to assist wherever possible.

The North Korean
commander, Captain Park, had been making a point of being
extraordinarily cooperative and obliging. His face seemed to have a
naturally-occurring and permanent smirk upon it, which only served
to annoy the Marines further, though they were too professional and
careful to show it. Captain Park was quick to hand over the ship’s
manifest, which indicated that every one of the nine-hundred and
eighty containers on board was completely empty. The ship’s
eventual destination was marked as lines of latitude and longitude,
which would take the ship to a spot in the Pacific Ocean,
two-hundred and five miles due west of the Oregon coast.

The
USS Conner had a communications officer on board who spoke fluent
Korean. He had been sent aboard with the Marines and had stayed at
the Lieutenant’s side during the inspection. Upon seeing the ship’s
manifest, the Marine Lieutenant asked the North Korean skipper why
the ship would want to sail across the ocean with nearly a thousand
empty containers.

Through the
translator, the Korean captain said that it was his country’s way of protesting the sanctions
imposed upon it by the United States through its United Nations
puppet. He said that they intended to sail the container ship to
just outside of the US maritime limit as a way to symbolize the
plight of its citizens. No trade, he said, meant that his people
suffered shortages of the basic necessities of life. The ship would
stay out there in protest of the sanctions for ten days and would
then return back to North Korea in the opposite direction but along
the same route.

As the hours passed and
the inspection wound down, Lieutenant Blacklock had been waiting as
patiently as he could. When whatever was being smuggled was found
by his team, he’d finally be able to wipe that smug look off of the
Korean captain’s face.

But with Corporal Peters’
news just then that they’d found literally nothing…

“Walk with me, Corporal,”
Blacklock said. “Excuse us.”

The translator dutifully
supplied the Lieutenant’s brief statement, to which the Korean
captain nodded his head in acknowledgement.

When the two
Marines had reached the edge
of the ship where they were out of earshot, the Lieutenant leaned
on the rails and exhaled. The steady breeze of the north Pacific
chilled his face, but he was didn’t notice it over the pulse
pounding in his forehead. His fists were clenched, and he took a
deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Peters,” he
said, “we both know that these guys are dirty. They’ve got
something on board. There must be an item of some kind –
anything – on this ship that is either suspect or is on the
embargo list.”

“We have covered every
inch of this ship, sir, believe me.”

“Did you find anything out of the ordinary at all?” he
persisted. “I’m serious, it
can even be something that seems small, and maybe we can work with
it.”

“Well, sir, there was something small which was a bit out of the ordinary, but it’s
not anything that we can act upon,” Peters said. “There’s a crew of
six on board but there’s living quarters and bunks for
thirty-eight.”

“That’s not very…”

“And the galley is excessively overstocked for a half-dozen crew,
sir.”

“So,
either we’ve somehow missed a whole bunch of people,” Blacklock
said, “or they’re looking to pick up some extra passengers along
the way.”

“There
are no scheduled dockings or port calls on their itinerary. Maybe
they’re planning on being out at sea for much longer than they have
stated in their schedule.”

“Even if they were, it
doesn’t make sense for them to lie about the amount of time they’re
planning to be out,” Blacklock stewed. “Whether they were out for
ten days or for ten months, they’re planning on anchoring in
international waters, so nobody would have cared either way. No,
that can’t be it. I know that we’re missing something here. Did you
check for traces of chemical, biological, or nuclear
material?”

“Yes sir,” the corporal
nodded. “Not even the slightest amount of any of those. Even the
K-9 unit came up with nothing. We even searched the
crew.”

“I’m not sure that’s
legal,” Blacklock said in a low voice.

“It is when they
volunteer to be searched, sir,” the corporal said. “They were only
too willing to be searched. In fact, they insisted on it, hoping
that it would speed things up.”

“What about the
crew itself?” he asked. “Could
they be spies? Terrorists or commandos? Refugees? Sleeper
agents?”

“They’re all career
seamen, sir,” Peters said. “There isn’t a single member of the crew
that has been working on container ships for less than ten years.
Captain Park is a member of the ruling party and is a political
officer, but that’s not uncommon. They all check out.”

“Damn it all,”
the Lieutenant smacked the palm of his hand on the railing. “We
have to let them go, and that captain knows it, too. He
knew that we wouldn’t find whatever it is that he’s got on board
and he is going to rub our faces in it when he gets away with
it.”

“Sir, unless he’s
planning on dumping all of the empty containers into the ocean, I
have no idea what he could possibly do,” the corporal said. “We
should at least entertain the idea that this is a legitimate
protest gesture.”

“That’s a load of
horse--”

“I know, sir, and I
agree,” Peters said interrupting him. “But if we further detain
them without cause, then you know that we’d be in violation of the
International Law of the Sea. We have to leave.”

“And let him
get away with it?”

“With all due respect,
Lieutenant, unless you know exactly what ‘it’ is, then we don’t
have any further grounds to hold the ship. We’ve held them for too
long as it is. Maybe they want to play some sort of game with
us.”

“Like maybe trying to
force us to do something to their ship here in international waters
so as to generate sympathy for them and ease the sanctions?”
Blacklock hazarded. “You could be right about that. I certainly
wouldn’t put something like that past them. On the other hand,
though, it’s far too subtle of a play for that regime. You’re
describing a chess game, but their government doesn’t play chess;
they play no-limits poker.”

“Sir, if I may
continue with your poker metaphor…”

“Yes?”

“What if
they’ve already played their hand and we’re too late?”

The Lieutenant looked up into
the mix of white and grey clouds which filled the sky. He pinched
the bridge of his nose and exhaled slowly.

“That’s an
excellent question, Peters,” Blacklock said with a weary sigh. “But
it’s more likely that the hand hasn’t even been dealt yet. Radio
Captain Billings and let him know we’re coming back to the
Conner empty-handed.”











As the Marines
left the ship on their
motorized boat, Captain Park saluted them from the port-side of the
container ship and then waved at them. The Marines didn’t return
any of the gestures, although some had gestures of their own that
they would have liked to have responded with.

The captain’s smirk broke
into a wide smile.

And now,
he thought to himself,
we can at last begin our
mission.

Captain
Park walked back to the
bridge, where the members of his crew had assembled. They were
waiting for him to give them their orders. He looked at them for a
moment and then said, “Send the message, and then set our course
for the rendezvous coordinates.”












Chapter 2






Malcolm Mercer
held the rifle’s barrel steady
with his right hand, while his left finger slowly found its way to
the trigger. He waited until both of his hands were completely
steady before taking aim. His breathing had slowed, his body was
relaxed, and he was so focused that he had mentally blocked out
everything around him except for the target. He waited until
everything felt just right.

He fired.

The surprised
soldier who was Malcolm’s target was hit by the shot on the side of his head. It was
definitely a kill. Malcolm remained in position, preparing for his
next shot, while his victim yelled “Hit!” and walked with his hands
up off of the playing field, wiping the exploded paint spray off of
his protective visor as best as he could.

From the observation area
in a nearby tent, the Marine Corps Major-General let loose a string
of profanities and kicked over a folding chair. That was his last
man in the contest. His team had won two of the past four
competitions at Fort Benning, so this elimination really stung him.
Losing was bad enough, but losing his last man to a non-military
entry really perturbed him and he stomped away.

A
skills contest at Fort Benning was
held every two years and it was open to all federal employees. The
competition covered marksmanship, some timed weapons drills, and a
series of paintball contests played out in teams of two. The
tournament was capped off with the top twenty performers competing
in a one-hour session of elimination paintball. The competitors who
finished in the top ten of that were then selected to represent the
United States in an international contest which consisted of the
same set of events.

It was the
international competition that
was going on at this time, and it was now the final event of the
contest.

Malcolm had
made the list to represent the
United States, and had been sent to the event, which - that year -
was being held in the Maryland forest, an hour’s drive to the west
of Baltimore.

By late
afternoon, each competitor had
been graded by a panel of international judges and the twelve
top-ranked competitors were selected based on their scores for the
final paintball event. Whomever emerged victorious from the
free-for-all contest would be the one who was named as the winner
of that year’s competition.

Malcolm’s grading had
placed him twelfth overall, just barely qualifying for the final
competition. Although he finished an impressive second in
marksmanship and third in the timed weapons drills, he scored
somewhat poorly in the earlier team paintball game, due to him
deliberately shooting his teammate and colleague Janet the moment
that the whistle was blown to begin the match. He went on to place
second in that event – despite losing points for shooting his
teammate – which saved him from elimination. It would, however, be
unlikely to save him from Janet the next time that she saw
him.

The final
twelve competitors were, aside from Malcolm, two British members of
the SAS, a US Marine, a US Army Ranger, two Russian
Spetsnaz commandoes, two members of
Canada’s JTF2 Force, a French Army Captain, an Israeli from
Shayetet-13,
and, to the surprise of many, the Chief of Police from Mosul,
Iraq.

By the
thirty-minute mark, the
early-evening dusk had given way to nightfall and the field was
only dimly illuminated by means of some dull incandescent lights
which were hanging from criss-crossed overhead wires. The field had
been whittled down to just five competitors, since Malcolm’s
elimination of the US Marine. The remaining competitors were
Malcolm, both Russians, one Canadian, and one British.

The
paintball field was a gated,
heavily forested area, approximately two square miles in size.
Twelve competitors were let loose at twelve separate points of
entry at the exact same time. Night-vision video cameras were set
up throughout the field in order to provide real-time footage of
the event for the benefit of those in the observation area, which
was a circus-sized tent. Guests, many of whom were adorned with
varying amounts of medals, watched the action.

Malcolm knew
that because he had just fired
a shot, he had made his location considerably less secret. He also
knew that other competitors would be watching for him to move to a
different location. Instead of moving, however, he just waited to
see who would expose their own position. So far, none had, so he
decided to simply continue waiting.

Just prior to the
beginning of this final paintball match, all of the competitors met
up and shook hands. At that time, Malcolm was wearing forest
camouflage in various shades and hues of green, as were the rest of
the competitors. As soon as he entered through his gate, however,
he found a patch of thick, gooey mud and lay down in it. He
completely covered himself with the sticky mud and was using it as
his cover. To anyone, even up close, Malcolm simply looked like
part of the mucky bog.

Near the
beginning of the match,
Malcolm had taken out the French soldier. The bewildered victim had
stood up with his hands raised, and looked around to see where the
shot had come from but he could see no-one in the dim
light.

The overhead
lighting did little more than cast an eerie glow over the enclosed
area. It helped the
competitors insofar as they could see vague shapes, movement, and
the general topography of the field, but seeing someone underneath
a two-inch layer of mud in a bog would be all but impossible under
those lighting conditions.

Suddenly,
there was movement. Malcolm
slowed his breathing further and waited. Some tufts of grass to his
left had moved contrary to the direction of the gentle breeze. Pure
instinct caused him to look to the right as well, and he saw
similar movements of the tall grass.

Pincer,
Malcolm thought. I knew it. Those damned Russians are working
together.











“He's a dead man!”
Janet growled into her phone.

Janet had
called in to APPUS – the Association of Professional Purchasers of
the United States, which was
where she worked – after her elimination. APPUS was originally
formed to provide certification of all supply chain professionals
who did purchasing or procurement jobs for the federal government,
but it had – over time – developed a more secretive side. It was
home to a government organization that handled cases and missions
that were too extraordinary for conventional law enforcement
personnel to handle. APPUS was headed by Director Melanie Waterman,
whom Janet had just called.

“I take it that you
got eliminated from the contest,” Waterman said.

“I did,” Janet spat.
“My idiotic teammate didn't.”

“What
happened?”

“He shot me!” Janet
said through gritted teeth. “We were on the same team and in the
final set of events, he shot me as soon as the starting whistle
sounded.”

“I don't suppose that
it was accidental, was it?”

“No, it was
definitely deliberate,” Janet said. “Malcolm told me to go up ahead
and that he'd have my back. He then shot me in between the shoulder
blades. I asked him why he shot me and he said that he told me he
had my back.”

“I can see why you're
angry.”

“Oh, I am way past
angry. I'm going to slowly and painfully kill him.”

“I take it that you
two didn't gel as a team, then.”

“In the team
shooting? We were great. We both made every one of our shots. Only
one of the Russians scored better than we did. In the team
paintball events - except for the last one we were in together - we
did very well too. In the team weapons drills, though, things
didn't go quite as well and I...”

“And you
what?”

“That idiot took me
seriously.”

“What?”

“We finished eighth
in one of the ten drills and I told him that I'd have done a whole
lot better without him there and that if he didn't smarten up, I'd
eliminate him myself. But even so, he shouldn't have done
that.”

“You threatened a man
who has a history of spontaneous violence and you're surprised that
he took you out?”

“Add 'thin-skinned'
to his profile then,” Janet fumed. “I was just venting.”

“So, you vented to
him and then he ventilated you.”

“He is going to pay
for doing that!”

“It will have to be
another time,” Waterman said “I need you both back at the office as
soon as you can get here. The CIA has a file that they would like
to get our immediate input on.”

“I’m
already on my way back to town, so
I’m just a few minutes away,” Janet said. “I’ll see you
shortly.”











Malcolm
moved his eyes from left to right a
few times to see if one of the Russians would emerge. There were no
shots and there was – thus far – no further movement.

You
ass-hats don’t know exactly where I
am, Malcolm thought.
You know that a shot came from this
area, but you can’t pinpoint me yet.

Malcolm
knew that it would be a
difficult trick to take down both of the approaching enemies. He
was all-too aware that he could easily get one of them, but as soon
as he fired, he’d get hit by the other Russian before he could
swing his rifle around. He opted to just stay put for the time
being in the hopes that they would move into a more ideal location
for him to get them both.

He was not in the best
defensive position, and that was a deliberate choice on his part.
Once he had identified what the best position was with the best
cover, he instead set up in an area where he could oversee it. He
knew how snipers and spec-ops people viewed the world: their
training would have them automatically figure out where the best
position would be, and then assume that anyone with half a brain
would be there. A few yards to the northeast of him, there was a
stump with a rotting piece of large log beside it, which was
surrounded by bushes. It would give any half-way decent shooter
excellent cover from a frontal assault, but would leave them quite
vulnerable to a pincer attack. This led Malcolm to believe – or to
hope – that his two assailants were heading towards the stump
instead of towards the muddy bog in which he was immersed, amidst
the tall reeds and grass.

He was relieved
to see that he had guessed right. The assailant on his left
began taking position to assault the
stump cover, leaving himself exposed to Malcolm’s actual position.
The man on the right, however, had not yet made his move. Malcolm
waited, completely motionless. He then finally saw the subtle
traces of movement in the tall grass that he had been waiting for.
The man on his right was circling wide to get behind the stump, and
he was currently no more than eight to ten feet from where Malcolm
lay. The commando on the left, meanwhile, had very silently made
his way in front of Malcolm and was now in position a dozen or so
yards beside the stump. Neither of the assailants would yet be able
to notice that there was nobody in the stump area, as there was too
much dense vegetation to see it clearly.

The seconds
passed agonizingly slow for Malcolm, but his patience was rewarded.
He finally had a clear shot at
both assailants. He lined up his shot from under his muddy hiding
place and then fired, hitting the nearest assailant. The second one
turned and blindly fired a shot into the stump area, and as he did
so, Malcolm fired his second shot and hit the second man. Both men
shouted something in Russian that Malcolm hoped meant “hit” but
more likely might have been something that, in English, would have
rhymed with it.

Before Malcolm
could get reset in his cover, he was hit on the back of his helmet with a shot. He pulled himself
out of the mud, which made a surprisingly loud sucking sound, and
he said “hit” with his hands up. As he walked out of the nearest
exit, he heard a flurry of shots being fired. A brass bell clanged
three times, and then a whistle blew. The competition was
over.

As the last of
the competitors exited, there were some hearty congratulations to
the winning British SAS
member, and to the Canadian runner-up from JTF2. There were
numerous praises for the Iraqi cop for how far he had made it.
(Through a translator, the cop said that after patrolling Mosul in
Iraq for the past ten years, this had been comparatively quite
relaxing, which brought laughter.) When Malcolm made his way to the
well-lit central area just outside of the fence, all eyes turned to
him. He was covered, from head to toe, in muck. Most of his
paintball rifle, except for the trigger and the last half-inch of
the barrel, was also covered in mud and bits of grass.

“Bloody
hell,” The smiling SAS winner
laughed. “Fancy yourself to be a hippo, do you? Christ, you’ll need
more than a shower, mate, you’ll need a bloody fire hose to get
that much muck off of you.”

“Was it you
that got me?” Malcolm asked him.

“No, it was my
colonial cousin,” the SAS man smiled, gesturing at the nearby
Canadian who waved.

“Nice shot,”
Malcolm admitted. “Where were you situated?”

“Just a few metres from
you, as it turned out,” the Canadian said, chuckling. “I was in the
tall grass behind the hill. I saw the Marine that you hit, but I
still couldn’t quite figure out where you were until you tapped
both of the Russians.”

“Where are our Russian
comrades, anyway?” the SAS man asked.

“They left once they were
eliminated,” the US Marine chimed in. “They said that they had to
go back on duty anyway.”

“You speak
Russian?” Malcolm asked the Marine.

“Yes, my parents are
Russian,” the Marine replied. “But I was born here.”

Malcolm nodded,
but stared off into the distance. Why would Russians need to go on duty inside of the United
States?

“Those Russkies
were lethal,” the SAS man said. “They scored the most kills in all
of the bloody paintball exercises earlier. It was like they had a sixth sense or
something.”

“That’s why I covered
myself with this thick mud,” Malcolm said.

“Blimey, mate, you’re
taking the hippo thing a bit far, aren’t you?” the SAS man
smiled.

“No, I watched
them in action earlier in the day,” Malcolm said. “Most of their
kills were on blind shots. There was no way that they could have
seen their targets due to the angles that they fired from. I’m all
for a lucky shot, but not that many.”

“So what are you
suggesting, then?” the Canadian asked. “That they have x-ray
vision?”

“No, infrared vision,
actually,” Malcolm said.

“How the bloody hell is
that even possible?” the SAS man asked incredulously. “What makes
you think that?”

“We wear mandatory safety
goggles in these matches and we’re allowed to bring our own as long
as we surrender them to the judges for inspection before the event
starts,” Malcolm explained. “Our Russian friends had goggles that
were battery-operated. The judges assumed that the batteries were
for small built-in fans to keep the goggles from fogging up, but
the judges noted in the log that the goggles were tinted. When you
look through the goggles, things look a bit blurred and
reddish.”

“Red blurry goggles don’t
give you the ability to see in the dark, you daft git,” the SAS man
scoffed.

“No, but
when you turn them on and
couple them with special contact lenses, the goggles work as
infrared,” Malcolm replied. “Neither one works on its own, but
together, they have an unfair advantage.”

“That
kind of tech doesn’t exist,” the
Marine said.

“It does exist,” Malcolm
said. “I’ve met a few bounty hunters and mercenaries who use that
gear. Our Russian friends are the proof that it works. I didn’t
give off a heat signature because of the mud that I was covered in.
That’s why they did something with me that they didn’t do with
anyone else – they stepped right in front of me because they were
so sure that I wasn’t there.”

“Those bloody cheating
pillocks!” the SAS man said.

“I think you’re
full of it,” the Marine said. “You just like to run your
mouth.”

“No, no, he’s right,” the
Israeli said. “When I was in training a few years back, our unit
was doing field tests with infra-red goggles, but ours required
temporary implants over the iris in the eyeball, but the technology
has probably improved since then.”

“Okay, maybe, but his
shot that hit me was still a total fluke,” the Marine said, and he
then turned to Malcolm. “No offense, you’re a good shooter but you
couldn’t make that same shot again if you tried.”

“You can believe what you
want to believe, kid,” Malcolm shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to prove
to you.”

“You’re just a
civvie, but I was in Afghanistan,” the Marine said. “We cleared out an entire
village, house by house. I don’t think you’ve got what it takes to
make it through that.”

“I grew up
in a part of New York that
would have ended you,” Malcolm said plainly, still partially
distracted by his own thoughts. “You wouldn’t last an hour on my
streets. Some parts of Brooklyn make Kandahar seem like a church
picnic.”

“You’ve
obviously never been to Northern Ireland, mate,” the SAS man said. “Church picnics can go awry
fairly easily there, I can bloody well tell you.”

“And I’ve been to both
Kandahar and Brooklyn,” the Canadian said with a grin. “I think
that I’d rather patrol Kandahar if given the choice.”

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” a
young man in pressed white shirt and navy-blue slacks said as he
approached the contestants. “Is one of you Malcolm
Mercer?”

“Yeah, that’s
me,” Malcolm said. “What is it?”

“Phone call for you,” the
young person said. “Main tent.”

“Be right
there,” Malcolm said.

“The call can wait until
you’ve cleaned up a bit,” the young person said. “We don’t want
whatever it is that’s all over you being tracked into the
tent.”

“I got it,” Malcolm said.
“Well, fellas, it’s been real. Catch you later.”

“Oi, hang on a
second, Yank,” the SAS man said. “I’ve got to ask you something
before you go. Are you the silly wanker who accidentally shot his
own teammate in the match before this one?”

“No, I’m the silly wanker who deliberately shot his own teammate.”

“Bloody hell,” came the reply. “Why did you shoot them?”

“It was a pre-emptive strike,” Malcolm said with a shrug. “I shot her to make sure that
she wouldn’t shoot me first.”

“Do you two work for
the Post Office, by chance?” the SAS man said.

“Oh, wait a second,”
the Canadian said. “Was your partner that woman who left the field
shouting the stream of profanities?”

“Yeah, that was her.”

“Blimey, mate,” the SAS man laughed. “If I was you, I’d go into hiding. From the sound
of her, she’s likely to rip your todger off and feed it to a pack
of badgers.”

“If ‘todger’ means what I think it means,
then yeah, you’re probably
right,” Malcolm grinned.

“Well, good on you, Yank,” the SAS man smiled again. “You still placed third
overall. So will you be joining us later for a pint or
seven?”

“No,
sorry, guys, you’ll have to count me out,” Malcolm said. “Have fun
and enjoy a few cold ones for me. Cheers.”

Malcolm
went towards the main tent,
brushing as much mud off of himself as he could while he walked. He
got to where the outdoor showers were and removed the mud-covered
camouflage jacket. It landed heavily upon the ground. In his
undershirt and mud-covered pants, he stepped under the shower and
turned the water on, dousing himself. The water was a bit cooler
than the temperature of the early October evening, but it still
felt good. The events of the day had caused him to sweat rather
profusely and the chilly shower helped to re-invigorate
him.

When he got
to the tent, he was still
dripping wet but he was considerably less muck-covered. He stepped
inside and asked where the phone call was. A female member of the
Maryland National Guard pointed to the nearby landline telephone.
Malcolm walked over to it, and wiped his wet hands on his wet
pants, which did nothing to dry either his hands or his
pants.

“Malcolm here,”
he said into the
phone.

“Hi Malcolm, it’s Greg
Wittman calling,” the voice on the other end of the phone said.
Greg had been looking after Janet’s duties while she was at the
competition. “Director Waterman wants you back at APPUS to review a
priority file she has on her desk.”

“Tonight?”
Malcolm asked.

“Yes, she’s
putting in another late night.”

“Sure thing, I’m on my
way. I’ll just clean up and head right in. I’ll be there in about
an hour or so.”

“One more
thing, Malcolm,” Greg added.

“What?”

“Janet called in a few
minutes ago. If I were you, I’d stay away from her for a while
until she calms down.”

“Got it, thanks. How long
do you figure it will take for her to get over it?”

“Shouldn’t be more than
ten or twenty years,” Greg said. “She said that you deliberately
shot her.”

“It’s true.”

“I thought that she was
supposed to be on your side.”

“Her tactics wouldn’t
have worked well with mine,” Malcolm said. “She’s an excellent
shooter, but she’s too impatient in the field, so I did the logical
thing and I took her out. Besides, I’m pretty sure that she was
going to do the same to me at some point and this eliminated any
guesswork and distraction on my part.”

“I’d hate to be you from
now on,” Greg said. “I have to go, but I’ll see you when you get
here, assuming Janet doesn’t see you first.”







Chapter 3


Tori Leung sat
with her boyfriend, John Davis, and for the most part, she simply listened. He’d been having a
rough few months and told her that he was feeling weighed down and
mentally exhausted. Although she didn’t know how to help him, she
reasoned that even if all she did was let him unload everything
that he’d been going through, it may be at least provide some minor
relief for him.

It had not been easy to
visit John. Tori had needed to submit an application letter
directly to a General in the US Marines – the General being one of
the few people who knew about John Davis’ rather unique abilities –
and then submit to an extensive background check. It took eleven
days for her visit to be approved, and then she needed to fly from
Seattle to Washington, DC and arrange for a rental car. Once she
picked up her vehicle, she had to drive several miles and report to
a checkpoint and have herself and her rental vehicle completely
searched, and then the vehicle’s GPS system was disabled. Once
released from the checkpoint, she was allowed access onto one of
the long, winding roads that led through the sprawling Maryland
forest. The road was narrow and old, so it was necessary to drive
slowly so as not to damage the car as it drove over pavement
cracks, roots, and the occasional pothole. When she had finally
arrived at the safe house where John was being held, a small
one-bedroom structure, she was escorted by one of the three Marines
who were tasked with guarding Davis. The Marine, a woman, did
another pat down of Tori before allowing her inside of the
house.

Once Tori was
in the same room as John, the Marine left the two alone together.
Aside from a brief break while Tori brewed a pot of tea and made a snack for them both, Tori
and John had been talking for three straight hours. It was John who
had been doing most of the talking.

“And then do you know
what happened to me just last week?” Davis said. “I was taken under
armed guard to some kind of medical lab and I had two different
MRI’s done on my head, as though I have some sort of problem in my
brain. I’m not some kind of lab rat.”

“No, you’re
not,” Tori said, shaking her head. “And you shouldn’t be treated
like one.”

Just the day
before, his boss – Melanie
Waterman – had participated in a video conference with the two
neurologists so that she could to hear their conclusions. She was
taken aback by what they said to her.

“This is a scan of Davis’ brain,” one of the doctors said.
“Do you see that bright spot
on the image we sent to your screen?”

“Yes, what is that?” Waterman had asked.

“It’s not a lesion or a tumor, but whatever it is it’s
pressing against the part of Mr. Davis’ brain that controls imagination, daydreams, and
creativity,” the second neurologist said. “The growth will put
additional pressure on that area if it were to further
enlarge.”

“What is the net result of this
pressure?”

“These so-called visions of his
are simply hallucinations, which have been brought on by the
pressure on his brain,” the first doctor said. “We should remove
whatever that is from his brain before it does irreparable
damage.”

“And what are the risks of performing such an operation?” Waterman
said.

“The
procedure is highly unlikely to be fatal,” the second doctor said.
“There is, however, significant risk of at least some form of
lasting neurological damage, but it wouldn’t be in the most
important part of the brain. His logic and reasoning should survive
the operation completely intact.”

“I
concur,” the first doctor said. “Although mild brain damage to the
patient is likely, it would only be in the part of the brain that
deals with imagination, art, and other frivolous
things.”

Waterman
resisted the urge to call them both idiots. She instead decided to
try a different line of questioning.

“Doctors, just for
the sake of argument, let’s pretend that what he sees in his
visions are real,” Waterman said. “What could cause such a thing to
happen in a purely hypothetical sense?”

The two
doctors looked at one another with uncertainty, each wanting to be
reassured that they simply hadn’t heard the question correctly. She
might as well have been asking them about whether the Tooth Fairy’s
castle would be able to pass state building codes if it were real.
The two doctors then turned back to the camera.

“Are you
asking about clairvoyance?” the first doctor asked carefully, his
eyebrow raised.

“There’s
no such thing outside of fairy tales and supermarket tabloids,” the
second said conclusively, but in as kindly of a voice as he could
muster.

“Again, just in the hypothetical sense,” Waterman
persisted. “If such things could be real, how
would it happen?”

“Perhaps I can answer your question this way,” the second
doctor said. “There are some
psychoses whereby the patient believes with absolute certainty that
the monsters that live under the bed are real. There’s little doubt
in our minds that your Mr. Davis is simply experiencing the same
type of phenomenon. It’s all real enough to him.”

“Getting
back to reality and planet earth, though,” the first doctor
continued, “I think that our patient should be tested for
schizophrenia as well as for paranoia. He is clearly delusional and
we’d like to make sure that he is of no threat to himself or to
society at large.”

“But his accuracy…”

“The tests we ran at your request for ESP showed that he
was within normal parameters,” the second doctor said. “His
accuracy rate was 12.5% with
the set of sixteen flashcards which is the average rate for lucky
guesses and coincidence.”

“That’s it? Only 12.5%
accuracy?”

“If you were hoping for him to give you this week’s lottery numbers, then I’m afraid to
say that you’d have the same odds picking them yourself,” the first
doctor said.

“But he can see into the past with
such clarity!”

“Yes, but there is nothing unusual about
predicting things that have already happened with accuracy,” the
second doctor said, while wondering if perhaps he was talking to a
future test subject. He viewed Waterman’s current line of
questioning as complete nonsense. “So if there’s nothing
else…?”

There wasn’t anything else and Waterman
needed some time to reflect upon this information. She knew from
first-hand experience that Davis had a very special and
highly-accurate gift; the question in her mind was now about why
two top neural experts had no way to detect or measure it. Once the
video conference had been disconnected, she called Davis and gave
him the news.

“So according to
them, this is all just about me having hallucinations?” Davis had
asked her.

“Yes,” Waterman sighed. “Your abilities are one-hundred percent accurate, have
proven completely verifiable to us, and they’re based entirely on
real people and actual events, but according to them it’s a
hallucination nonetheless. They want to run some more
tests.”

Davis hated the
words ‘more tests’ as he had come to despise having so many people treating him as
though he were some sort of unbalanced lunatic or – arguably worse
– a science experiment.

“Once
the next MRI was done,” Davis
continued as Tori listened, “I was locked in a room while two
Marine guards stood at the door. I felt like I was some sort of
criminal. It was as if they were worried about me
escaping.”

“I can’t even
imagine what that must have
felt like for you,” Tori said holding his hand.

“Do you know what the
worst part was?” Davis asked, his voice now trembling with a mix of
anger and sorrow. “They think that I’m insane or suffering from a
severe psychosis and they want to put me into a mental health
facility for what they say is my own protection and
safety.”

“I know that
this sucks, John,” Tori said, not knowing what else she could say
or do to help. “You have to understand, though, that doctors don’t
know everything. When they’re faced with something that they don’t
understand, they go running back to what they do know.
They slapped those labels on you because your abilities are way
beyond anything that they can comprehend or find in their medical
journals.”

“I don’t want
any of this,” John said. “I
never did. I’m part prisoner and part freak show. I hate it. I just
want to live an ordinary life.”

“Everyone has a special
gift that makes them unique,” Tori said. “Your gift is an
incredible power, but that power doesn’t have to define who you
are. You still
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