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      Porter woke up, snapping to attention while still in a sitting position. She looked around the strange room, not remembering at first how she got there. Her hand instinctively went up to her wounded left shoulder. She looked down and saw the bandage over where the bullet had penetrated the skin. She took a deep breath, with everything starting to come back to her. She was in Maputo, which was the capital of Mozambique, as well as being the most populated city of the country.

      It had taken Porter about five hours to get to her current position after her last incident in Swaziland with the Dark Sky agents. In most cases it was a shorter distance, but with her being injured, and making sure she wasn’t still being pursued, it took her a little extra time. Unlike the last time she woke up in a strange motel room, this time she remembered everything that happened up to this point.

      She had been able to hitch a ride to Maputo, where Porter was then directed to a nearby doctor. Considering English was not one of the main languages of the country, as over fifty percent of Mozambique spoke Portuguese, it wasn’t easy to get to that point. Once she got to the doctor’s office, she must have collapsed and passed out just before going in. That was the last thing she remembered.

      She didn’t recall getting moved to whatever room she was now in. Considering it didn’t look like a dump, Porter assumed she was in some kind of hotel room. It looked like a sterile type of environment. Not a lot of life, like someone’s house or bedroom. There were no personal photos or possessions that would make her think it belonged to an individual person. There were a few plants, some generic-looking landscape pictures on the walls, just a bland-looking type of room.

      Porter sat there, still feeling a little out of it. She was slightly lethargic, probably because of the medicine used to keep her sedated during her operation. After a few more minutes went by, she started to hear voices, sounding like they were coming just beyond the door that was directly ahead of her. Porter looked around again, observing only three doors. One was where the voices were coming from. The second one was open, and Porter could see that it was the bathroom. She got up off the bed and scurried over to the remaining door, though she still felt a little loopy, and lost her balance slightly on the way over to it. Porter slowly opened the door and peeked inside, only to see that it was a closet. It appeared there was only one way in or out.

      Not knowing what awaited her outside that door, Porter hurried back to the bed. She put her hands on her waist, her fingers trying to find her weapon. She reached around to her back, but it wasn’t there. Worried that her guns were gone, she started looking around the room. There were a couple of small end tables on both sides of the bed. Each table had a drawer that she started searching through. They were both empty, though. She started to panic, thinking she’d been compromised. Maybe the people that were after her had finally caught up to her and were ready to finish her once and for all.

      The voices she was hearing outside the door were growing louder. There were definitely at least two, and probably three, that she could make out. Then the handle of the door started jiggling. Someone was unlocking it. Porter stood there in a fighting posture, both her hands curled up, ready for a battle if it came to it. The door unlocked and then swung open, and a dark-skinned man in an expensive-looking suit walked in.

      “Ah, I see you’re up and about.”

      “Who are you?” Porter asked, still looking defensive in her stance.

      The man shut the door behind him, though Porter could see another man standing out in the hallway. “I am Doctor Ekwensi.”

      “What do you want?”

      Ekwensi smiled. “Do you not remember anything?”

      Porter looked at him strangely, thinking something must have happened that she couldn’t recall. She licked her dry lips, trying to think back. Not much was coming to her, though.

      “The last thing I remember was being in a car. We were on our way to… Mad… Mad… Maduro… Maputo. Maputo. That’s where we were going. Maputo.”

      “Well, that’s where you are. Apparently when you got out of the car, you collapsed and passed out. Several people tried to revive you without success. That’s when I was called.”

      “You’re a doctor?”

      Ekwensi smiled again, realizing she seemed a bit disoriented, since he’d already told her that. “Yes.”

      “You’re English is pretty good,” Porter said, not quite taking his story at face value yet.

      “I studied in America.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re in a hotel. I thought you should be someplace comfortable to rest after you woke up.” Porter felt a sudden pain in her shoulder, putting her hand up to it. “Yes, the bullet is now out.”

      “You removed it?”

      “Yes, and by the looks of it, it’s not the first time for you. It looked like you recently had some other type of surgery in that shoulder, not too far away from this one. Very much a coincidence.”

      “Yeah,” Porter said. “Who was the person outside? I saw someone out there.”

      “Oh, just a hotel worker. I gave him strict orders to not let anyone else in other than myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, considering your injuries, it looked to me like someone else might be looking for you. Actually, it looked like they found you once already.”

      “You’re not with them?” Porter asked.

      Ekwensi briefly laughed. “No. My business is in healing, not in hurting.”

      “To be honest, you don’t really look like a doctor.”

      Ekwensi curiously looked at her, wondering why she would think that. Porter then pointed at his clothes. “Really?”

      “You look a little well dressed for the part.”

      Ekwensi looked down at his attire, then laughed. “Oh, that. Yes, I do like to dress nice. The clothes make the man, as they say, right?”

      Porter was finally able to let out a smile. “I guess so. So I’m not in any trouble here or anything?”

      “The only trouble you’re in is from whatever is hunting you. You mumbled some things about getting away and hiding from someone. Do you need help?”

      Porter sat on the edge of the bed, feeling a little more comfortable. “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think you can give me the kind of help that I need.”

      “I can call the police.”

      “I don’t think the police can help me. And I don’t think I could trust them either. The people after me could be… I don’t know, something far beyond that.”

      “I understand. Well, maybe not really, but I can see whatever frightens you is probably well beyond my capabilities.”

      “Uh, I had a couple guns on me when I got here. Do you know what happened to them?”

      Ekwensi nodded. “I had them locked up in the hotel safe. I wanted to be sure they weren’t stolen. You never know these days.”

      “Can I get them back?”

      “You can pick them up on your way out.”

      “When am I able to leave?” Porter asked.

      “Whenever you feel up to it. It’s only a shoulder. I would recommend not doing anything too strenuous with it, but I have a feeling that request may fall on deaf ears.”

      “Does anyone else know I’m here?”

      “Well, there are the hotel workers, and the people who found you when you passed out, but nobody I know of other than that.”

      “I had a black bag with me. Do you know what happened to that?”

      “It’s in the hotel safe. I must confess that I went through it so I could learn who you were. That’s when I found the guns.”

      “Find anything interesting?”

      “Besides the guns? There was a lot of money. And a lot of passports. All with different names on them. It was quite interesting. Who are you? What do you do?”

      “You probably wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

      “At this point, I would probably believe just about anything.”

      “It’s better for you if you don’t know anything about me,” Porter replied. “As a matter of fact, you’ll be a lot safer if you never even admit to knowing or meeting me at all.”

      “Someone will come looking for you?”

      “Probably.”

      “So you will not be staying long.”

      “Only as long as it takes me to walk downstairs. By the way, how much will I owe for this stay?”

      Ekwensi waved his hand at her. “Nothing. You were only here less than a day. They’re not booked up. They didn’t miss renting the room because of it or anything. I already spoke to the manager when we brought you in here. Everything is fine.”

      “Well, thank you for patching me up and all. I appreciate it.”

      “It has been my pleasure. I hope you eventually find peace and happiness and whatever else you may be looking for.”

      “So do I. It’s not so easy to find, though.”

      “If it were easy, it would not be worth having. And just to let you know, there are not many English speakers here. If you plan to stay long, you will find it difficult to get around.”

      “I don’t plan on staying long.”

      “You must be cautious out there. You are a pretty lady traveling alone. It is not always the best combination.”

      “I can handle myself,” Porter said.

      “I have no doubts of that.”

      Porter indicated she was ready to go, and Ekwensi escorted her out of the room and down to the hotel lobby. There was a piece of Porter’s mind that still thought maybe this was all some elaborate setup, so she continuously looked around, keeping an eye out for any signs of trouble. Thankfully, there was nothing alarming.

      They went down to the front desk, where Porter was given her bag back. She quickly looked inside to check the contents, making sure nothing was missing. She would have hated to take it blindly, only to find out later her passports were missing. After seeing everything was still there, Porter flung the bag over her good shoulder. She and Ekwensi walked out of the hotel and stood along the side of the street, watching several cars go zooming by. Porter then turned to the doctor and shook his hand.

      “Well, thanks again for everything.”

      “You’re very welcome,” Ekwensi said. “I will pray for you.”

      Porter smiled, appreciating the thought, even if she thought it was a lost cause. “I’m not sure those are prayers that will get answered.”

      “I will pray anyway.”

      “Thanks. Hopefully somebody will eventually hear them. I kinda doubt it, though.”
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      Langley, Virginia

      Under the direction of Director Stephenson, they would continue looking for Cari Porter, even if some in the organization assumed the former agent was dead. Stephenson was not putting his faith in guesswork, though. He wanted to be sure. He needed to be one hundred percent certain that Porter was gone before moving on. With their last known contact of Porter involved her being shot and falling into a river, they scoured the countryside, trying to make sure that she never emerged from the water. They never found a trace of her. Never found a body either. That’s what worried Stephenson the most. Bodies always had a way of reappearing. Even the dead ones.

      Though he had no proof, Stephenson knew in his gut that Porter was alive. He knew it. And unless there was evidence that corroborated that she was deceased, he was going to proceed as if she were among the living. They couldn’t give it their full attention anymore, though. Without having anything solid to work on, it had to be something that was on in the background. There were other matters that needed their concentration first.

      An analyst sitting at his desk snapped his fingers, trying to get the attention of Patrick Myers, who was working at a nearby computer station. After a few moments, he finally succeeded.

      “What’s the problem?” Myers asked.

      “I think we have something.”

      Myers rushed over to the man’s desk. “What is it?”

      The analyst started typing on his computer, bringing up different pictures and maps. “I did a facial recognition scan on all the surrounding areas from South Africa, assuming that Porter is looking to get as far away from that area as possible and not return.”

      “Logical conclusion since she went into Swaziland.”

      “Yeah. So I basically ignored South Africa and concentrated on these other countries. I’ve checked Namibia, Botswana, Mozambique, even Madagascar. I could have gone up the coast further, but I wanted to wait until I checked these countries out first, assuming she would have had to go through there.”

      “Seems like a good plan.”

      The analyst continued typing, bringing up a bunch of different images, none of which Myers could make out too well, as they were going by too fast.

      “What is it that we’re doing here?” Myers asked.

      “Just wait. I’m getting it.”

      About ten seconds later, an image came on the screen. Porter leaned over, trying to get a closer look at it, squinting his eyes to accomplish that goal.

      “What are we looking at?”

      “That is the picture of a woman standing outside of a hotel in Mozambique,” the analyst answered.

      The picture was a little grainy, but it was clear enough to make out who it was. There was no doubt.

      “That’s Porter,” Myers said. “Is there video of this?”

      “No, just still shots that I took from the original security footage. We were having trouble downloading the video; the quality wasn’t very good, and it was breaking up. Best we could do was take pictures from it. It’s just as good. But there is more.”

      The analyst did a slideshow of pictures on his screen, showing Porter getting out of a car, then falling down on the ground.

      “What just happened?” Myers asked.

      “Looks as if she just passed out or something.”

      The analyst blew up one of the shots of her standing, pointing to the wound on her shoulder.

      “That’s blood,” Myers said. “She’s definitely wounded.”

      “Yeah. A good bet that she passed out from the pain.”

      “When were these pictures taken?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “What part of Mozambique? Where is this hotel?”

      “In Maputo.”

      Myers patted the man on the back. “All right, good work. I’m gonna have to get a team in there. What’s the name of that hotel?”

      “Wait, before you do that, there’s still more.”

      The analyst did some more typing, bringing up another set of pictures. It was pictures of Porter standing next to a well-dressed man, just outside of the hotel again.

      “OK, now what are these?” Myers asked.

      “These are of this morning. The time stamp puts them at about three hours ago.”

      “Who’s the guy she’s standing there with?”

      “Don’t know. I’m running his face through the system now, but so far haven’t gotten any hits on him.”

      “Could be he’s a nobody, just someone she ran into. Might not even know who she is.”

      “Quite possible.”

      The analyst continued showing the pictures. Myers watched closely as the photos showed Porter and the well-dressed man parting ways, with Porter walking directly across from the hotel, out of range of the cameras, and the other man going back inside the hotel.

      “Can we pick up any other cameras that are nearby there?” Myers asked.

      “I’m working on it, but so far haven’t picked up anything yet. I’ll stay on it, though.”

      “Good, keep on it. Don’t work on anything else other than that.”

      “What about the Korean delegation that we’re working on?”

      “Hand it off to Jen,” Myers replied. “Stephenson’s gonna want to give this top priority right now. I’m gonna go tell him about it now, see what else he wants to do. You keep on checking nearby cameras. Hopefully we can pick her up somewhere else, figure out where she’s going.”

      “Will do.”

      Stephenson was sitting at his desk, pen in hand, looking over some reports and making notes. He heard a couple of soft knocks on the door, then looked up and saw his chief lieutenant walking in.

      “We’ve got her!” Myers excitedly said.

      “Who?” Stephenson already had a good idea who was being talked about, but was careful as to not get his hopes up.

      “Porter. We found her.”

      Stephenson stood up at his desk, letting the pen fall from his fingers. “Where?”

      “Mozambique. Standing just outside of a hotel in Maputo.”

      Stephenson moved around to the front of his desk, leaning against it for support. “What are we talking about here? Is she still there?”

      The excited look on Myers’s face quickly faded away. “No, looks like she’s already gone. But we definitely know she’s still alive.”

      “What’s the situation? What do we have?”

      “We’ve got stills from a hotel security camera.”

      “From when?” Stephenson asked.

      “Well, from yesterday and today.”

      “She’s spending time there?”

      “That’s a little unclear. It looks like she arrived yesterday. Upon getting there, she stepped out of a car and then passed out or something. She just collapsed on the ground.”

      “She’s injured?”

      “Looks like a shoulder wound,” Myers answered. “Probably from the shootout at the river in Swaziland. That was yesterday’s footage. Today, this morning, we’ve got a picture of her exiting the hotel.”

      “She got patched up.”

      “Most likely.”

      “What other leads do we have?” Stephenson asked.

      “When she left the hotel this morning, she was standing next to a well-dressed man. Could be they knew each other. It also could be there’s no connection. But we’re running it down. We’re trying to get him on the facial rec software.”

      “What about the car that dropped her off?”

      “Uh, I don’t know. I can start running it down, though.”

      “Start doing that. How much of a head start does she have on us?”

      “About three hours.”

      “Get a team in there,” Stephenson said.

      The two men left the office, heading down to the analysts’ room. Though he trusted everything his lieutenant had told him, Stephenson still wanted to see everything for himself. Once they entered the room, Stephenson immediately went to the analyst’s desk, leaning over and checking out all the pictures Myers had been shown. Once he was finished, Stephenson stood up straight and looked at his underling.

      “What do you think she’s up to?” Myers asked.

      “I don’t know. One thing we do know is she can go to a lot of places in three hours.”

      “And that’s just to start with. It’s still gonna take an hour or two to get a team over there.”

      “In her case, that’s almost a lifetime.” Stephenson then turned to the analyst. “Have you picked up anything on that man at the hotel with her?”

      “Not yet, sir.”

      “Keep on it.”

      “I’ve already got a four-man team headed there,” Myers said.

      “Good. Have them check out the hotel first. See if Porter left any indication of where she was headed. And find out who this guy is in the picture with her.”

      “Will do. If they find out they’re connected somehow?”

      “Then have them get the information out of him however they see fit. You know the drill. By any means necessary.”

      “Where do you think Porter’s heading?”

      “It’s anyone’s guess right now. She might not even know.”

      “It’d be better for us if she did. At least then we could have a chance at figuring it out and intercepting her. If she doesn’t even know, it’s gonna be an even bigger problem to get a read on what she’s thinking.”

      “It’s gonna be tough regardless,” Stephenson said. “She’s good. No, she’s one of the best. And she didn’t get there by accident. We’re three hours behind someone who can disappear at the snap of a finger.”

      “At least we know she’s still out there. Better than not knowing.”

      “It’ll be better when she’s in the ground. We bungled the job before. We can’t screw it up this time. We need to find her. And we need to bury her. Now.”
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      As Porter walked out of the city and into a more desolate area, she couldn’t help but think how depressing it all was. She had no idea where she was going. She still didn’t know who was after her or why. She didn’t know anything. She didn’t even know who she really was. She felt like she was just barely hanging on.

      Once she passed the last remaining building in town, she looked up at it, seeing a two-story building that used to be white. With all the dirt and grime that now covered its surface, it was more gray than anything. There were two men sitting on the front porch who noticed Porter walking by. They started yelling something at her, but Porter just ignored them and kept on walking. A few more men came out of the building, wondering what the commotion was. Porter looked back and saw a couple of the men following her along the street. Dirt and dust kicked up into the air with the men jogging to catch up to their target.

      Porter looked back and saw what looked like about ten people coming after her. They were yelling something, but it sounded like Portuguese, which was a language she didn’t speak, so she didn’t know what they were saying. But by their mannerisms and the way they spoke, it didn’t seem like they had anything good in mind. Porter noticed a few guns in their hands and had a feeling they were going to rob her, if not worse. She sped up her walk, taking a quick look around to see where she could go. She saw a red building to her far right and took off for it, running as fast as she could. The men behind her did the same.

      When Porter got to the building, she noticed some white bars that were on the doors and windows. She tried to open the door, but it was locked. She started banging on it, hoping to get the attention of anyone inside. She couldn’t even be sure of that, though. She didn’t hear any voices inside. She turned around and saw the gang start to hover around her. They were only a few feet away at this point, and Porter had nowhere else to go. Some of the men were smiling and started moving closer. Porter quickly unzipped her backpack and removed her pistol, pointing it at them, moving it around from person to person.

      “Which one of you wants it first?”

      Nobody replied, likely because no one knew what she was saying. No one in the group spoke English. Porter pointed the gun at one of the men on the side, waving it at him, trying to get them to move so she had a path to leave.

      “Move.”

      Nobody responded to her commands, though. One of the men brought their rifle up and pointed it at her. Porter knew she wasn’t getting out of this without some casualties. Although she didn’t want to kill any of them, even though they probably deserved it with what she assumed was going through their minds, she knew there most likely wasn’t another way out of it. The group of ten men was actually a small, local gang that dealt with anything that made them money. They robbed, dealt drugs, anything that would put money in their pocket. They didn’t really care what it was that they had to do. And if someone resisted, they also didn’t have problems putting a bullet in them either. They stuck to the less-populated areas located outside the city, not wanting to deal with the main areas. They tried to catch people off guard and alone, unless they saw an opportunity for a bigger payday.

      One of the men with the rifles, apparently the leader of the group since he was doing most of the talking, kept pointing his gun at Porter. They also kept pointing at her bag, wanting her to put it down. She wasn’t about to do that, though. She wasn’t losing that bag. Not to them. Not to anyone. Porter tried to warn them again, wanting them to move before she shot, but the language barrier appeared to be too great to overcome.

      After a minute, Porter was feeling even more threatened than before. The men were inching closer and waving their guns in the air more carelessly, and it seemed like they’d had enough of their staredown.

      “Move back!” Porter yelled, pointing her gun at the leader.

      They either didn’t consider her much of a threat, or didn’t think she would shoot, because even with a gun pointed at them, they only moved closer. Finally, Porter felt she had no choice. She couldn’t afford to stand there and wait for them to shoot first, or all of them overwhelm her at one time, giving her no chance to fight back. Whatever happened wouldn’t be her fault. They were the ones who caused the issue. She would just be the one who finished it.

      Before pulling the trigger, Porter let out a sigh, not really wanting to do it. But she had no other choice. She fired, hitting the leader of the group right in the chest. As soon as he fell to the ground, Porter quickly located the next most dangerous member of the clan, who also had a rifle in hand. He brought his gun up, but Porter was too fast, and fired again. Once the man fell to the dirt, Porter waved her gun around, hoping she wouldn’t have to use it again. It looked like that did the trick. The rest of the group started backtracking. Some of them weren’t armed, but there were still another four or five of them who were. But upon seeing the woman’s prowess with a gun, they apparently didn’t

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

