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Part One

Touch and Go






Chapter 1

FCLP -- Field Carrier Landing Practice
is also known as doing “touch and go’s”, or “bouncing” by the
pilots. Every navy F/A-18 Pilot who ever landed on an aircraft
carrier had to be pretty damn close to letter perfect. Getting it
wrong on the ship could be fatal; hence, many practice sessions on
an airfield prior to the real thing. Hit the runway in exactly the
right spot. Don’t stop. Take off. Go around and do it again. Lt.
Cameron Bradshaw gunned it and climbed out for the next pass. He
glanced at his watch. 13:14. He had three more to do. With a little
luck, he’d be done by maybe 1400. Beneath him, he noticed highway
264 had barely any traffic. Then again, early afternoon was between
rush hours. The large divided highway ran from Norfolk to the
oceanfront of Virginia Beach.

His focus was drifting. Yesterday had
been filled with meetings. Over at Naval Operations Base, he’d
endured fourteen people all crammed around a conference table. Two
men from Naval Intelligence were couriering a highly experimental
missile prototype from DC to White Sands. They were fourteen hours
late for a check-in, but it was still uncertain if they were
compromised, in danger or already dead. And that was part of his
job. The weird part of his job. His split-life: part-time pilot,
part-time “finder.” Okay, to be more honest -- psychic.

He and hundreds of other government
employees had been through a battery of screening tests. Tests he
now knew were for psychic talents. He had always been good at
finding things and people, illogically good. It was just a thing he
did. The same thing that made him antsy in crowds over long periods
of time. The same thing that made handshakes and slaps on the back
uncomfortable. So he was recruited -- by Division P.

Division P, the black ops group of
psychics on the government payroll. Not a team per se, not even a
group exactly. They were an organization. If you passed the
screening process, and less than 0.1% did, you were sent on for
more testing. Each round was harder, with a near 100% failure rate.
They only recruited a handful of people each year. He still wasn’t
sure what made him stand out among the rest. They had trained him
and he was assigned. Nearly all the Division P people juggled two
jobs: a normal average government career linked job, and then the
job they did for Division P.

So, he had sat in the meeting,
listening to the bigwigs hashing through all the available data.
Someone had provided him with a bare bones personnel file for the
two men and two personal items -- a wristwatch and a set of keys.
These items might facilitate his search skills. In the end, a
decision was made to wait a while longer. Apparently some very
sensitive issues were at stake, and he was simply told that he was
on stand-by.

“304, your state” said the LSO over the
radio. The LSO was the Landing Safety Officer. His function during
these practices was basically to “grade” your landing. No sugar
coating for landing grades, a nice pass was graded as “OK.” Hell, a
perfect pass was an “OK underline.”

“304 ... Hornet ball… 4.3,” replied
Bradshaw as he rolled his plane into the groove, that last half
mile of the approach on the runway centerline.

“304… Come left.” Bradshaw dipped his
left wing, adjusting his angle of attack. Back to meatball and
lineup. The F/A-18 hit the runway with the usual slightly bone
jarring impact. Kicking the jet back into full power, he hurtled
down past the arresting gear and took off again.

Over the radio he heard the LSO, “304,
watch the settle on lineup in close.” Well, shit, thought Bradshaw,
another fair pass, he was definitely letting the thoughts of the
previous day get in the way of his concentration. Anything less
than an “OK” was heading in the direction of what even a civilian
would probably call a pretty crappy landing. He would have to make
sure the last two were letter perfect.

The last pass was a full stop; he
taxied in the direction of the hangar and parked his jet on the
line outside, alongside ten others. Unstrapping, he had one main
goal in mind -- get on his motorcycle and get off the base, Oceana
Naval Air Station. He needed to get away from people. Maybe he’d
head toward the beach. But all that would have to wait for at least
an hour, because next on the agenda was sitting through the
debrief. Oh, the infinite joys of protocol, procedure and the
infamous LSO debrief.

~

A short man with dark hair graying at
the temples slid into the black BMW. He handed a slip of paper to
the driver. It had the words Hell Dogs Squadron and two names on
it.

“They’re considering sending one of the
Division P people out looking for it,” the older man said. “One of
these two men is the operative.”

“Which one?” asked the powerfully built
man behind the wheel.

“We don’t know.”

“All right. It’ll be dealt with,” the
driver replied.

~

One hip replacement: check. One ACL
repair: check. Rounds: check. Office hours: check. Orthopedic
surgeon, Dr. Mason Flynn, was on his way home from work. It had
been a long day, especially since it had started at five am and was
now five pm. Chalk up yet another twelve hour work day. Nothing had
gone particularly badly, it was just the grind. He had tomorrow
off. Amazing. Maybe he’d go running on the beach, weather
permitting and all that. Traffic was mercifully light on Shore
Drive. He lived on the north end of the beach.

The tourist season was still a few
weeks away. By the time Memorial Day passed, traffic would be much
worse. There was a red light ahead. He pulled up behind a
motorcycle, waiting on the light. When the light changed to green,
the motorcycle began to pull away. And his world suddenly went into
slow motion.

He saw the glint of reflected sunlight
off the windshield of a pickup truck, speeding toward the
intersection. His brain insisted that it was going to brake to a
halt any second. It didn’t. It blew straight through the
intersection and plowed into the motorcycle, sending both bike and
rider cartwheeling across the intersection. And then the truck
pulled out of the half spin it was in and kept right on going.
Mason was bolting out of the car before he even realized it,
sprinting toward the rider.

The motorcyclist was sprawled limply on
the pavement, on his side. Even from yards away, Mason could tell
the man’s leg was broken. Legs weren’t supposed to bend a hand span
below the knee. Mason fell to his knees beside the man and
carefully slid his fingers under the lower edge of his helmet,
seeking a pulse. He found it: weak and fast. He dug his cell phone
out of his pocket and dialed 911.

“I need an ambulance on Shore Drive
near Sandalwood Road. Hit and run. A pickup truck struck a
motorcycle. He’s in pretty bad shape. My name is Dr. Mason Flynn.
I’m a surgeon at Norfolk General. You might want to consider
sending Nightingale.” Nightingale was the Hampton Roads area air
ambulance, used frequently for the transport of critically injured
patients.

He gave a few more bits of information
to the dispatcher while he ran his hands along the rider’s body.
Blood was rapidly staining the road where the broken bones on the
man’s lower leg had ripped through both skin and the fabric of his
jeans. Mason yanked off his dress shirt and wadded it up, pressing
it firmly against the wound. That should slow the blood loss a bit.
The man moaned as he began to regain consciousness, writhing weakly
in pain.

“Easy. Don’t be moving around. An
ambulance is on the way,” he said. He eased the face shield of the
helmet up one-handed so he could see his patient’s face. The
rider’s eyes fluttered open, but he looked hopelessly disoriented
and his face scrunched in agony. Mason took one of the man’s hands
in his and squeezed. The thin black leather gloves he wore had been
torn and bloodied by his impact with the road.

“Help’s coming. Just stick with me,”
said Mason, trying to reassure the guy. He let go of the man’s
fingers and unzipped the leather jacket. The coat was scuffed and
ripped but that meant less skin and tissue damage to its wearer.
One less problem to deal with. He felt carefully across the
motorcyclist’s chest and his fingers encountered the faint ridge of
dog tags, beneath thin t-shirt fabric. This guy was military. It
figured, given the area. The largest navy base on the planet was
less than ten miles away. And that didn’t even count the handful of
other bases scattered through the Hampton Roads area. Skimming his
hand lightly down the soldier’s side, he heard a whimpering moan as
he crossed one side of the man’s rib cage.

“Sorry. Bear with me. I’m a doctor. I’m
trying to figure out how badly you’re hurt,” Mason apologized. He
reached around beneath the jacket to run a gentle finger down the
man’s spine. No obvious depressions. Not that that meant the guy
was necessarily free of spinal cord damage. The rider moaned a
little and clutched at Mason’s arm, eyes squeezing shut.

“I know you’re in a lot of pain. Just
try to keep as still as possible. … My name’s Mason. What’s yours?”
he coaxed. Keeping the man focused on some questions would be
helpful. The cyclist opened his eyes and met Mason’s
gaze.

“C-c –cam,” he whispered. “Lieutenant
Cameron Bradshaw….” His eyelids were squeezing shut again. Mason
wished he had some idea how long it would take the ambulance. The
blood from the leg injury was soaking the fabric of the shirt
pressed against it. He was going to have to do something or this
guy probably wasn’t going to make it. Something he was probably
going to regret. He touched his fingers to the man’s cheek, and
slid the other up under Cam’s T-shirt.

“Look at me Cam. I need you to focus on
me. We’re going to spend a few minutes checking to see what else is
damaged besides your leg. You have to talk to me, okay?”

“Yeah….”

“Top down then.” And he mentally
crossed his fingers that he could stabilize Cam’s heart and
breathing while he did the rest at the same time.

“Head first.” Mason blinked slowly and
extended his healing Talent, seeking head trauma. He mentally
traced lightly across the top of Cam’s head, and down the back of
his skull. The man was rattled, disoriented, and in a lot of pain,
but thank the god that invented helmets, there didn’t appear to be
anything major there, just a bit of a concussion. But Cam was going
into shock. Not good. Mason concentrated on his other hand for a
moment, reinforcing his patient’s pulse a little. “How bad does
your head hurt? A little? A lot?”

“A little.”

“Wiggle your fingers for me. Just your
fingers, nothing else,” said Mason. Cam managed to waggle the
fingers of his left hand. “Other hand too.” That one barely moved,
but then again, the shoulder it was attached to seemed damaged.
Mason plunged his healing sense toward the shoulder. The scapula
was cracked, not badly, but enough to trigger the beginnings of the
inflammation response. His first impression seemed to be holding
true, though, there was probably no serious spinal damage. He threw
his senses wide open and ran a quick “systems check” of the man’s
vitals. Not good, and Cam was fading into unconsciousness
again.

“Try to focus on your breathing for a
minute,” Mason said, one hand sliding cautiously across the skin of
Cam’s chest. He detected a couple of cracked ribs and there was
internal bleeding, too. “Can you do that?”

“Uh-huh.” It was as much a groan as a
response. Mason cursed under his breath and focused his Talent on
the bleeding. He had to get a handle on that. There was a damaged
spleen, bruised kidneys, and some lesser damage to the liver. Cam
was slipping, literally dying beneath his hands. Mason “reached
out” and, getting a grip on the faltering life force, forcibly
yanked it toward him. He poured out a vast amount of energy through
his hands, feeling spleen and liver lacerations beginning to mend,
feeling the texture of this man’s essence within his grip. Was he
defying death by doing this? Damn straight. Nobody was going to die
on his shift if he could prevent it. He blinked hard and shook his
head. The amount of energy he was putting out was leaving dizziness
in its wake. Keep going, Cam’s not out of danger yet, he told
himself. He turned his attention to the leg. He wasn’t going to be
able to fix the broken bone, not out here on the highway, but the
bleeding he could do something about.

In the background, Flynn heard a couple
of cars slowing to a stop. Traffic was beginning to back up a
little as the morbidly curious stopped to gawk.

He adjusted the hand he was using to
keep pressure on the open wound and turned half his attention back
to keeping Cam conscious.

“Talk to me, Cam. Tell me where you
work.”

“Oceana.”

“You a pilot?”

“Uh-huh.”

Mason let his Talent seal one blood
vessel at a time, slowly, carefully “What do you fly?”

“F/A-18.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Your hands…..” Cam
whispered.

“Don’t worry. I’m here. You’re not
alone. I’m just trying to stop the bleeding.”

“They’re hot.”

“Hmmm? What’s hot?” Truthfully Mason
was only half listening to his patient, too busy trying to juggle
keeping Cam stable and slow the blood loss at the same
time.

“Your hands…. You’re psi….” Cam
mumbled.

Oh, that caught Mason’s attention. How
did Cam know? How could he know? Cam’s breath hitched weakly and
Mason could feel the body beneath his hands still trying to shut
down. In the distance, he thought he could hear a siren.

“I’m just a doctor, trying to make sure
you hang on till the ambulance gets here.” Mason glanced at the
leg. The blood flow had slowed to a bare trickle. He lifted his
hand and brushed it along Cam’s face, trying to calm the man. He
was mystified. No one had ever made the connection between what
they might feel and the reason behind it.

“Look at me, Cam. I know it hurts a
lot. Just try to breathe slow and steady,” he said.

Cam’s gaze slowly met his. Beautiful
deep blue-grey eyes. Mason felt like he had been sucker punched as
another mind brushed lightly across his. Oh fuck. That’s how the
guy knew. He was psi, too. And then the touch fell away. There was
just too much pain to sustain the contact.

Mason realized he had left a smear of
blood across Cam’s cheek by touching him with blood stained
fingers. It was one of those meaningless, irrelevant thoughts that
cropped up when stress took over. He was going to have to leave the
rest of it until he could get Cam to the OR. So, he turned his
Talent back to keeping Cam reasonably stable. The pilot was still
in deep shock.

“‘M c-cold… hands so… warm,”
Cam muttered.

“Yeah, I know. You’re in shock. I think
I hear the siren. We’ll get you warm soon,” he said soothingly, and
poured more energy into Cam’s body. “You know, this is your lucky
day. I could have been just some bank clerk on my way home. But I
happen to be an orthopedic surgeon. And I’m going to make sure you
get put back together just fine.”

“Tell Div’n P ‘ll help…” he
mumbled.

~

The pain came in waves. Cam wasn’t sure
if the excruciating surges were in time with his pulse or his
breathing. Not that it mattered. His hearing seemed to be fading in
and out. No, maybe that was the approaching sirens. The electric
thrum of warmth from the hands touching him was all that was
holding the chilly terrifying darkness at bay. The man was psi.
Nothing else produced that sensation, maybe short of sticking your
finger in a light socket. Light. Lights. Red lights. His awareness
was drifting, but he could hear the throaty rumble of the fire
truck. Oh, that’s for me, he thought.

“Cam, look at me,” said the doctor. Cam
strained to focus his eyes on the face above him. “The EMTs are
here. There’s going to be a lot of stuff going on. Try to stick
with us.”

One set of hands gripped his neck and
jaw while his helmet was pulled off with one slow motion. Someone
else was putting a cervical collar on him and slitting his jacket
up the sleeve. There was a squeeze from a blood pressure cuff. A
sharp prick in his arm drew his attention for a moment

“We’re going to put you on a backboard.
Try to take deep breaths. This is probably going to hurt,” said one
of the paramedics. Cam felt many hands touching him, lifting him,
easing him onto his back. A tide of agony swept through him and his
vision grayed out.


Chapter 2

“Hey Cam, open your eyes. The hard
part’s done. You’re on the back board. The rest won’t hurt so bad,”
Mason said. He brushed a careful finger along the pilot’s cheek.
Cam’s face contorted in a grimace as he drew in a tortured breath.
One of the paramedics placed an oxygen mask over his face. Mason
hoped that would ease his breathing a little.

“I’m going to the hospital with him,”
Mason said. This was followed by a hard swallow that only
intensified the icy knot developing in his stomach. He was
borderline terrified of flying, but if he didn’t go... he wasn’t
sure Lt. Bradshaw was going to survive.

“Okay. Is that your car?” asked the
paramedics, jerking a thumb in the direction of his royal blue
Mustang.

“Oh, yeah. I guess I should pull it off
the road,” Mason realized. He looked down at his patient. “Hang
tight. I’ll be back in a couple minutes.” As he pulled his car off
onto the shoulder and locked it, he could hear the thup-thup of the
chopper of the distance. Walking back in the direction of his
patient he spared a moment to glance at the badly mangled hulk of
the motorcycle. A number of pieces lay strewn across the
pavement.

While they waited for the chopper, he
stood beside the navy man lying on the stretcher. He took hold of
Cam’s hand again, squeezing his fingers. The man looked somehow
relieved that Mason had returned. Physical contact was a necessity
for the healing part of his Talent. Mason took a deep breath and
pushed energy through the link. The Lieutenant had started
deteriorating again while he’d been moving the car. But then he had
been peripherally aware of that even without touching Cam. Mason
knew that once he was connected this strongly to someone he was
healing, it could take hours before he stopped feeling their
presence. It was yet another reason why he seldom did this sort of
thing. But fuck it all, he’d just have to suck it up and deal with
the consequences. He’d had a few people die under his hands over
the past decade, and it had been traumatic, way, way more
shattering than an average normal surgeon ever experienced. He
wasn’t going to let it happen this time. The chopper landed and
there was another spate of activity as Cam was loaded in and Mason
climbed in beside him.

~

The downwash from the rotors blew
across Cam’s body as he lay on the stretcher. Despite the fact he
was covered by a blanket, it made him feel even colder. A shiver
ran through him and the motion triggered another clench of pain. He
gulped at the oxygen flowing across his face. The doctor was still
holding his hand. His riding glove been pulled off and he could
feel the warm skin of the other man’s palm against his own. That
thrumming heat was flowing into his body, holding the pain at bay
just a little. It would be nice not to die alone. He had always
though he’d get shot out of the sky. His pulse pounded a little
harder. He didn’t want to die. Fuck, he was only thirty
one.

His body was jolted again as the
stretcher slid into the helicopter. More pain. The healer said
something to him, but the sound was drowned by the noise. He tried
to focus on the man’s face. The guy’s face was calm, but through
the link of their hands, Cam felt a deep worry. He could sense
emotions, they helped with the “finding” thing, but actual thoughts
tended to elude him.

~

The chopper lifted off and headed for
the hospital. Mason knelt on the floor of the chopper beside Cam,
talking to him. He was fading in and out of the edge of
consciousness, his fingers clutching Mason’s tightly. He was
obviously scared and confused and in extreme pain. Mason’s left
hand stroked through Cam’s short hair.

Getting him to the hospital and up to
the OR was Mason’s primary goal. Hopefully the trauma surgeon on
duty would be ready. But Mason worried. Every time he let go of
Cam’s hand, his breathing became erratic and his pulse wavered.
Mason stroked his thumb across Cam’s fingers, talking to
him.

“Hey, Cam, don’t fade out on me. Tell
me where you were headed on your motorcycle,” he
prompted.

“Base.”

“Where had you been?”

“Beach.”

“Shore Drive’s kind of the wrong
direction to get back to Oceana.”

“Takin’ long way… just
riding…”

The helicopter settled on the landing
pad. Cam sucked in a shallow breath of pain as the jolt from
landing shook his body.

“Hang tight, man, you’re almost there,”
Mason reassured him.

~

In the ER, Mason gave the trauma
surgeon a quick heads up on what he suspected while the rest of
Cam’s clothing was cut off and X-rays were taken. Another
orthopedic surgeon was called to deal with the broken leg. Mason
almost insisted that he would scrub-in and help put this guy back
together, and then thought the better of it. He had put out so much
energy trying to make sure Cam hung on that his muscles were
beginning to shake in exhaustion. That kind of fatigue was apt to
make him sloppy in the OR. He was relieved when the orthopedic guy
on call turned out to be Steve Villetti, one of the other partners
in his practice. Villetti was a short muscular man with jet black
hair and a dark complexion. He gave Mason a hairy eyeball look when
he hurried into the ER.

“Mas’! You look like shit! You okay?”
Villetti gestured at Mason’s blood stained clothing.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I was the first one on
the scene. Fuck, I watched this poor guy get hit by a pickup truck
that ran the red light,” said Mason, running a hand back through
his hair. That probably wasn’t a brilliant maneuver considering the
dried blood on his fingers, but he really didn’t care at that
point.

“They done with X-rays?” asked
Villetti.

“Being developed right now. I’m pretty
sure he’s got a tibial plateau fracture and the fibula’s probably
cracked in a couple places, too. Oh, and it’s an open one.” He held
up his bloodstained hand in support of the information.

“Guess there’s going to be some
hardware involved in putting it all back together,” speculated
Villetti.

“Oh yeah. And this guy’s a navy pilot,
so even if the fracture pattern didn’t already suggest it, I think
an Ilizarov would be a good idea.” An Ilizarov device often went by
the slang term of “dinosaur cast”. It was a rod and steel ring
system drilled directly into the bones and bolted together on the
outside of the limb. It was incredibly useful for severe and open
breaks, no traditional plaster or fiberglass involved.

“Mmm, let me look at the X-rays first,
but I think I’ll probably agree,” replied Villetti. “You going
home?”

“No… I… I think I’m going to hang
around until you and the trauma guy are done. I think I’d sleep
better knowing this guy made it through surgery,” Mason admitted.
Villetti nodded and headed toward the OR.

~

Mason headed for the locker room. The
plan: shower away the blood, scrounge a set of clean scrubs, and
hit the cafeteria for food. If he lay down, he’d probably sleep for
twelve hours, he was that tired. But he was also still very worried
about Cameron.

He scrubbed the dried blood out from
under his fingernails and stood under the water letting it hit him
across the back of his neck. If he concentrated, he could still
detect Cam’s presence, distant, faint, but still alive. Hopefully,
Cam would stay that way.

~

Mason lingered over a second cup of
truly mediocre coffee in the hospital cafeteria. He had eaten and
felt a little less wiped out now, but the exhaustion was still
lingering in the background. When he finally let himself crash,
there was going to be big time sleeping involved. He glanced at his
watch for probably the fortieth time, mentally trying to estimate
how long it would take for the surgery. Two hours had crawled by.
They might be getting done about now if there weren’t any nasty,
unforeseen complications. He drained the last the coffee and headed
in the direction of OR.

Villetti and the trauma surgeon, a guy
by the name of Craig Stephenson, were stripping off gowns and
gloves as Mason reached the OR.

“So, give me a play by play. How’d it
go?” Mason prompted.

“Partial splenectomy, and repaired a
few liver lacerations. I noticed one of his kidneys was bruised and
I was expecting worse bleeding there, but he lucked out,” said the
trauma surgeon.

“What about the leg? And did any other
major breaks show up?” Mason asked Villetti.

“The usual screws and plates on the
leg. And yeah, I did the external fixation especially since the
tibia had come through the skin. You did an awesome job controlling
the bleeding and all out there in the field. I’m almost surprised
this guy didn’t bleed out on the road. Oh, and there’s a couple of
hair cracks along his right scapula. Nothing that needed fixing,
they’ll heal in four to six weeks, I suspect.”

Mason gave himself an internal
thank-you to his healing Talent

“Is he in ICU?” Mason asked.

“Yep. We went through six units of
blood, and even so, his B.P,’s running kind of low,” replied
Stephenson.

“Do you mind if I go have a look at
him?” asked Mason.

“Not at all. I think he was one lucky
bastard to have someone with medical training see the accident
happen. It’s gotta be a bit of system shock to you to actually see
something like that happen.”

“It was. Seriously. I kept thinking the
truck was gonna stop. Even after it hit him, it kept on going. I
hope the police find him and throw the book at him.”

~

Mason walked into the ICU cubicle.
Cameron Bradshaw lay under a sheet that had been pulled up to
mid-chest. All the usual
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