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      Jordan Callahan strode down Market Street in San Francisco, California, his gait quick and confident. Rain soaked his trench coat and splashing up into his shoes, making his socks squish between his toes. He should have opted for rain boots instead of his leather loafers, but there would be no turning back now.

      The cloudy, nighttime skies, the thick curtain of rain, and the sea of umbrellas made it difficult to study the faces of everyone who passed him. Out of the corner of his eye, he looked for signs of people holding an interest in him—someone who stared a second too long, or a person he’d previously seen since arriving in San Francisco four days ago. As usual, people seemed fairly self-absorbed as they weaved in and out of the crowd with their gazes trained on the sidewalk in front of them or down at their phones. Glancing over his shoulder, he didn’t see anything off on this Friday night—just people rushing home or to their next stop at the bar—everyone just hoping they arrived with somewhat dry feet as they tried to avoid the puddles now forming on the sidewalk.

      Confident that no one tailed him, he pulled his trench coat around himself tighter as a chill ran down his spine, the fabric over the shoulders now completely soaked through despite the umbrella he carried.

      After a week of surveillance on his target, as well as studying the file he’d been assigned, not to mention the damn drizzle of the constant rain, he now felt ready to pull the trigger and get the hell out of this city. Usually, the weather didn’t bother him much, but he’d almost become waterlogged and sat on the verge of growing webbed feet.

      He pushed open the door to the Aimada Plaza Hotel, an establishment with a nice name, but maybe rated a two-star. Filled with drug addicts and prostitutes, it was a place where everyone minded their own business and expected their neighbors to do the same.

      It would be a good place for a hit.

      Once in the lobby, he walked past the front desk as if he belonged there, ignoring the clerk who talked on a cell phone. She disregarded him right back. Taking the worn, green-carpeted stairs to the first floor, he slipped off his trench coat and dropped it and his umbrella in front of Room One-Forty-Five. Through his surveillance, he’d made an effort to find out who regularly stayed at the hotel, and a man and his young son occupied this room. He had seen him on more than one occasion, and the guy never had on any type of jacket and always seemed wet, his body in a constant state of trembling as he looked for work in a city he could never afford.

      He’d also overheard a conversation between the father and the boy about how they may need to move out of the hotel, as the man found it hard to afford the weekly rate. Jordan may be here to kill someone, but he wasn’t a total monster—the father could use a coat, and he no longer had a need for his.

      On the second floor, he scanned the hallway while keeping his head down. The moans of some of the patrons visiting their whores reached his ears as he passed. He’d disabled the security camera on this floor two days ago, and as he studied the wires hanging freely from it, it didn’t surprise him no one had bothered to fix it. It probably never worked, anyway.

      As he approached Room Two-Fifty-Six, the last door on the left before the turn leading to another hallway, he slowed his gait. Glancing behind him, he noted the empty corridor, something that could change at any time, which concerned him. Usually, he preferred to take out his targets in a more secluded place, but the city of San Francisco and his marks’ habits didn’t allow for it.

      Leaning in, he placed his ear to the panel. Soft groans rumbled, which meant he’d arrived right on time. Major Thomas Jones may be a lot of things, but late couldn’t be counted as one of them. On Mondays and Thursdays, he met with two prostitutes, a male and female who called themselves Drake and Rihanna, even though they were as white as the driven snow. From what he heard through the door and had read in the file, they partook in a nice little three-way during their hour-long session. The sounds now indicated they were balls-deep in their bi-weekly fun.

      Stepping back, he took a deep breath, looked up and down the hallway one more time, then jammed his shoulder against the door. It opened without a problem, and he strode into the room as he removed the gun from the back of his jeans.

      Quickly taking in the scene, he noted the details. Drake plowed into the major from behind while the major had his face in between Rihanna’s thighs. He saw no guns or weapons near any of them, but a look of surprise and terror crossed all their faces as they turned toward him.

      Pointing his gun first at Drake, then Rihanna, he spoke, his voice calm, his heart rate slow and even. “You two, out.”

      They scrambled from the bed, their drug-induced glassy eyes never leaving him. As they quickly gathered their clothes, he kept his gaze trained on his target while motioning for the others to get out the door.

      “Let me make myself clear, Drake and Rihanna.”

      They stared at him, wide-eyed.

      He went over to the television and turned it on, cranking the volume. “You never saw me. If I find out you did, you’ll end up with your body parts scattered so far and wide, they’ll never be able to piece you back together to take home to Mama. Do you understand?”

      They nodded, glanced over at the major, and took off down the hall.

      Jordan moved over to the door again, shut it, and raised his gun as the major got to his feet, his middle-aged belly jiggling as he moved, his cock now completely flaccid.

      “So, this is what it’s come to? Because I disagree with Group Nine’s plans, I get a bullet?”

      Jordan nodded. “Yes.”

      He pulled the trigger and the major collapsed backward on the bed, most of his brain matter spattered on the wall and comforter behind him. Jordan didn’t need to check for a pulse, the carnage proof enough that his task had been completed.

      A bit of guilt gripped his chest at the mess—not for the major, but for the housekeeping crew that would most likely find him. He tried not to make people’s lives too difficult, and walking into this bloody chaos would not be a pleasant way to start the day.

      Now came the most difficult part of any job—escape.

      Killing people had always been easy. Very few actually looked around the corners for death, and when he appeared to deliver them to their maker, most froze. It reminded him of a deer getting caught in a car’s headlights; they just didn’t move. And that made it easy to pop a bullet in the head, slam a knife into a chest … whatever method he deemed fit.

      He opened the door and quickly glanced down the hallway, sighing in relief when he didn’t see anyone. However, that could change at any moment. He still needed to round the corner and get to the emergency staircase, then out the back door. If anyone had called 911, this situation could become dicey at any moment.

      As he slipped out of the room, he ripped open his black button-down shirt to reveal a red T-shirt, and then stuffed the discarded clothing into a laundry shoot. Slipping off his glasses as he descended the stairs, he jammed them into his front pocket, then placed the gun at the back of his waistband. As he mussed his perfectly coiffed hair on the emergency landing, he pushed open the door into the dark, rainy alley. Slouching his shoulders, he slowed his pace and pushed his hands into his jean pockets as he passed a group of homeless people who had decided to make it through the gloomy night outdoors instead of heading for a shelter. He looked just like one of them—no one with a choice wore a T-shirt and jeans on a night like this. Anyone who could would bundle up as best they could as they faced the elements.

      Once he reached the opening of the alley, he continued his walk away from the hotel. After a few moments, sirens blared in the distance, but he didn’t know if it could be for the major or another crime that had gone down.

      He strolled for five blocks, and at his destination, he shivered from the cold that had invaded his bones. It wasn’t just the rain, but the damn humidity and fog that got to him every time.

      As he slid into the appointed waiting car, he grabbed the cup of hot coffee handed to him. He nodded to the driver and took a sip, the liquid scorching his lips and tongue.

      The heat felt good as it traveled to his belly, reviving his frozen core.

      The driver glanced over at him. “I’m sure all went well?”

      He laid his head back against the seat and closed his eye as he wrapped both hands around the cardboard cup. He experienced no remorse for his actions, as the man he’d just killed only wanted to hurt the organization that employed him and to which he bore a great deal of loyalty. If his organization was in danger, so was he—so it would always be best to eradicate the threat.

      Group Nine did important work for the United States government, and its existence could not be endangered.

      “It’s done.”

      They took the freeway out of the city, the traffic stop and go in the Friday night commute.  An hour later, they came to a stop in the parking lot of a small hotel, and both stepped out of the car.

      Jordan scanned the surroundings as he followed his handler, Nicholas, into a first floor room. Once inside, he glanced around.

      The flowered bedspreads had seen better days, as had the yellowing walls and the shit-brown carpet. He placed the furniture and decorations somewhere in the seventies, and had no doubt this place hadn’t been updated since.

      Nicholas motioned for him to use the bathroom. A hot shower quickly warmed him, and he slipped into the sweatpants and sweatshirt that had been left on the sink for him.

      He emerged from the bathroom, and his handler asked him to lie down on the bed. As he stretched out, he took some deep breaths and found a comfortable position. Nicholas came over and stood above him. In his forties, he kept his tall build fit, his black hair only showing slight bits of greying. The man never smiled, and they never talked except for the few words exchanged about a mission.

      “Ready?’ the man asked.

      He nodded and closed his eyes, prepared for his debriefing.

      Nicholas placed a finger on his forehead, his voice calm and soothing. “Take a few more deep breaths for me, Jordan.”

      After Jordan had done as he’d been told, the man spoke again.

      “As I speak, you will continue to go deeper. Just allow your mind to wander. When you’re ready to go fully under, simply lift your right forefinger.”

      He didn’t know how much time had passed before he felt certain that he could abide by the Nicholas’ wishes, but with great effort, he lifted his finger.

      “Very good, Jordan. Now, I’m going to say our word—the word that will take you down to the deepest level possible. Then, we’ll do our debriefing. If you understand, please lift your finger again.”

      His limbs resembled heavy logs, his breathing slow and deep. Now feeling as though his body had become encased in cement, he couldn’t move. He didn’t find it unpleasant, nor did he panic. In fact, he found the state incredibly relaxing.

      “Very good.”

      He hadn’t realized he’d lifted his finger.

      “Assassino.”
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      Ava Callahan powered down her computer and leaned back in her chair with a sigh while rubbing her tired eyes. As an accountant, she’d just finished her last tax return that had been on extension for the year, and now, she could take some much-needed time off. She’d spent the last month working seven days a week, ten hours a day. Exhaustion and tension gripped her shoulders as she stretched her arms over her head. When she bent her neck forward to try to stretch her rigid muscles, she realized she still wore her pajamas.

      She stood and walked from her home office to the kitchen, where she popped the cork on a large bottle of Chardonnay. After she’d poured a glass, a shower seemed to beckon, calling her name. She’d do that and then curl up in bed with her dog, Grunt, and watch some television. She hadn’t managed to do any bathing today, but it could be that way for someone working from home, especially an accountant on deadline during tax season.

      Glancing down at the dog, she couldn’t help but smile. He had the face of a pug, but somewhere in there, it looked as if he had some schnauzer mixed in. Weighing in at about twenty pounds, with untamable scruffs of long, blond hair mixed in with patches of white, he’d never win any awards for the cutest dog on the block, but he may qualify for the ugliest. However, he definitely was the sweetest, and he belonged to her.

      “Are you hungry, Grunt?”

      The dog made a noise that sounded nothing like a bark, but more of a … well, a grunt, hence his name. Three years ago, her now-dead husband had gone to the pet store for some fish food and found the dog at an adoption event. He came home with the strange little mutt, but no fish food. The four-legged creature had quickly wormed is ugly little face into their hearts.

      “Well, then let’s get you fed. After that, I need a shower, dude. I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet today. And what time is it? Closing in on seven at night, my little friend. That’s pretty disgusting, if you ask me. But then again, you lick your butt, so maybe my lack of hygiene doesn’t offend you.”

      The dog trailed her around the small kitchen as she retrieved a scoop of dry food, then mixed it in with a bit of wet. Topping it off with a vitamin pill, she set the masterpiece down and watched him inhale his dinner. Then, he sat down and lifted his paw to her, begging for more.

      “Absolutely not. You’re already getting pudgy around the middle.”

      Leaving him with a smile, she walked through the three-bedroom house to the master bedroom. As she stared at the big bed covered in the thick, white duvet, she knew she should look into selling the house and moving on, because her husband’s ghost haunted every nook and cranny.

      But she didn’t want to, nor was she ready. Would she ever be?

      She liked remembering the passionate and fun times they’d had in that bed, as well as the garden tub they’d installed during the remodeling. Or the times they’d curled up and watched movies on the sofa. The kitchen reminded her of the amazing meals he used to cook, the scents fermenting the whole house.

      His tools still remained in the garage, just as they had since the day he’d left for that damn mission in Guatemala, and she hadn’t bothered to remove any of his clothing from their closet.

      He was everywhere, and she simply didn’t want to erase him from her existence. Perhaps in the future that would change, but for now, she experienced a strange contentment having his things and their memories surrounding her.

      She didn’t have any tears left to cry for his death, and as she got undressed and stepped under the warm stream of water, she pushed the thoughts out of her mind. After six months of therapy, she wouldn’t allow herself to wallow in the depression that had consumed her. She needed to look forward, but as her therapist had pointed out, moving forward also meant letting go of him, and she just couldn’t do that.

      After brushing out her long, blonde hair and slipping on her robe, she walked into the kitchen and grabbed her bottle of wine, then went into the living room and curled up on the couch. Just as she reached for the remote, the doorbell rang.

      Grunt made his little noise, his ears standing straight up, his head tilted to the side. He glanced from the door back to her, as if he wondered if she would answer it. As she debated that herself, it rang again, followed by a light knock.

      Sighing, she got up and went to the door, then looked through the peep hole. A man in a wheel chair stared up at her with a grin on his face, while another man stood behind him wearing a tracksuit and no smile.

      She had no idea who they could be, so she decided to ignore them.

      “Mrs. Callahan, my name’s Joe Smith, and I have some information on your husband, Jordan. I’d appreciate just a few moments of your time.”

      Her heart thudded in her chest as she listened to the muffled voice through the door and stared at them.

      Information on her husband? There couldn’t be anything to say except that he’d been dead a year. What type of sick joke was this?

      “He’s dead,” she called, loud enough for them to hear.

      A brief pause ensued, then the man in the wheelchair spoke again. “I understand that’s the consensus, but I have proof your husband is alive, Mrs. Callahan.”

      She leaned her forehead against the door and bit her lip as her breath sawed in and out of her lungs. Jordan was alive? How? How had that happened? His whole unit had been killed in that explosion. There had been funerals—she’d attended every single one.

      Yet, this stranger’s words brought a spark of hope. She’d never been allowed to see her husband’s body—they said the damage had been too great. A very small part of her had never believed he had died; that small belief she clung to had been a point of contention between her and her therapist. As he pointed out many times, how was she to move on with her life if she didn’t accept his death?

      Now what if this guy told the truth?

      She shouldn’t let strange men into her house, but as she stood there, she really considered the idea.

      “Can you see this picture, Mrs. Callahan?”

      She looked back through the security hole at the printed image the man in the wheelchair held up. Jordan walked down a city street wrapped in a trench coat. It seemed to be nighttime, but he glared out from under the black umbrella he carried, his face plain as day.

      Gasping, she reached up, as if she could touch it. Tears came to her eyes as she stared at the photo, her heart now thundering in her chest and her knees weak.

      “As you can see from the timestamp, this was taken last night.”

      Yes, she saw the date and time at the bottom. She didn’t know much about computers, but she did realize that stuff like that could be faked.

      “I just want a few moments of your time, Mrs. Callahan. I promise not to keep you very long.”

      The picture disappeared from her view, and she wanted to bolt through the door to hold it, to caress the outline of his strong jaw, to run her fingers through his thick, black-as-night hair.

      Tears spilled down her face, and Grunt whined at her feet. Gazing down at him, she didn’t know what to do. What if these men came into her home and wanted to hurt her for some reason? The perfect way to get her to open the door would be to show her a picture of Jordan.

      But, what if what he said held true? What if Jordan lived? If that were the case, she had so many questions.

      She turned her attention back to the door as the man spoke again.

      “I’ll tell you what. I’m going to leave this picture and some papers here on the doorstep. Please go through them tonight, and if you decide you’d like to talk to me, you can reach me at the phone number I’ve written on the first page. Feel free to call me anytime, day or night.”

      As he turned his chair around and made his way down the pathway, she fought the urge to run after him.

      A few moments later, the two loaded into a van and drove off.

      With shaky hands, she unlocked the door, then stooped down to grab the picture and manila folder.

      Slowly, she stood, unable to take her gaze off the photo. Yes, it definitely was Jordan—there could be no doubt about it.

      Tracing her finger along the outline of his jaw, she tried to think of what could be gained by believing the stranger. What had he called himself? Joe Smith. What did he want from her to come to her house and show her this? To hurt her? Why in the world would anyone do that?

      Finally, she shut the front door and turned the lock. Taking a deep breath, she returned to the living room and sat down. After staring at the picture for a few more moments, she set it next to her and began reading the documents in the file folder.

      Ten minutes later, she had read it three times. She held the papers with clammy hands while her heart slammed in her chest. After placing the documents on top of the picture, she pulled a blanket off the back of the couch and around her shoulders, then took a long sip of her wine.

      The five pages seemed so fantastical, so incredible, she found it difficult to believe. But, what if it were true? What if Jordan truly did live and didn’t remember her?

      The thought of the government he served doing something so horrible seemed outlandish; yet, here laid a picture of Jordan with the time stamp of yesterday.

      Standing, she walked into the kitchen and grabbed her cell phone, then returned to the living room. With shaky hands, she poured herself more wine.

      She needed to think in facts and not let her emotions get the best of her.

      Her husband and his full platoon had been killed in the Guatemalan jungle while fighting the war on drugs. She’d been to every funeral. Now, a man showed up at her front door, claiming her husband is not dead, but alive, and somehow, he’s had his whole memory erased—and the government was responsible.

      It didn’t make any sense, and it couldn’t possibly be true. This was the United States. Other governments may participate in such awful behavior, but not hers.

      But what if it were true? What if Jordan was out there with his heart beating, his blood moving through his veins? What if he had been found alive?

      She fought to tamp down the flare of hope in her chest. This had to be some sick, practical joke. No other explanation could be found.

      But, what if it wasn’t?

      Sighing, she picked up her phone and dialed Joe’s number. She had to hear what the man had to say.

      He answered on the third ring. “Yes?”

      Shutting her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose. She wouldn’t meet him in her home because that would just be stupid. However, she could meet him in public.

      “It’s Ava Callahan.”

      “Mrs. Callahan. I’m so glad you’ve reached out to me.”

      “I want to meet with you.”

      “Excellent. What time should I be over at your home?”

      Standing, she began to pace and noted that Grunt watched her every move with perked ears, as if he tried to understand what she said.

      “I would prefer to meet in a public place.”

      “Hmm.”

      A short stretch of silence ensued, and she began to wonder if he’d disconnected the call.

      “I’m not comfortable discussing your husband in public, Mrs. Callahan, but I think we can reach a compromise.”

      “What’s that?”

      There’s a restaurant down on Fifth Street called Jeremy’s.”

      “I know it.”

      “They have a wonderful lunch menu with the gorgonzola steak salad being my favorite. Why don’t we meet there?”

      Jeremy’s happened to be a five-star steak house, and very popular. She didn’t understand how they’d even get in, let alone find a quiet booth.

      “The owner owes me a favor,” Joe said, as if he read her thoughts. “We can meet in one of their private dining rooms. That way, you are in the public area you desire, yet, we will have the privacy needed for this conversation.”

      She considered the proposal, and couldn’t find any fault with it. It did meet both their needs.

      “What time?”

      “Will one work for you?”

      Sitting back down on the couch, she stared at the picture of Jordan again, feeling as if she were about to jump down the proverbial rabbit hole. “Yes.”

      “I’ll see you then, Mrs. Callahan.”

      “Ava.”

      “Very well, Ava. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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      Ava arrived at the restaurant ten minutes early. She hated being late. It had always been something that drove her crazy with Jordan—the man always seemed to run ten minutes behind everyone else—and this habit had led to some big fights between them. About a year after they had been married, she began to tell him they needed to arrive at a later time than actually necessary. At that point, they started being punctual, and the arguments stopped. Now, as she stared at the door leading into the restaurant, the urge to run almost overran the need to hear what Joe had to say.  She just wished Jordan would appear before her … late or not.

      Funny how trivial the stupid fights seemed now, but how serious they’d been then.

      Taking a deep breath, she opened the large, wooden door. As her eyes adjusted, she smiled at the hostess. The din of people enjoying their lunch met her ears, and as she glanced around, she didn’t see an empty table, just as she’d predicted.

      “May I help you?”

      She turned back to the grinning hostess. “Yes. I’m here to meet Joe Smith.”

      The woman nodded once. “Right this way.”

      Ava followed her through the lunch crowd dining off white plates and tables covered in white tablecloths, her nerves turning into a bevy of butterflies in her stomach. As she glanced around, she couldn’t help but notice the dark, wood-paneled walls that made her think of décor from the sixties and seventies, but somehow worked well in this atmosphere, offering an almost sophisticated look of a throwback nature.

      As they approached the large panel door directly off the dining room, she took a deep breath and tried to put a smile on her face. She’d worn a skirt, blouse, and heels, but she couldn’t help but feel she looked like a hot mess as sleep had eluded her for most of the night.

      After the hostess knocked, she heard his voice.

      “Come in.”

      The girl smiled and opened the door.

      Stepping into the room, Ava took in her surroundings. The wall to the right had been mirrored from top to bottom; the wall to the left had the same dark paneling as the restaurant. A long table sat in the middle surrounded by twelve chairs. As the door shut behind her, she realized the room was perfect—close to the general public, yet, it provided privacy.

      Joe had wheeled his chair up to the dark, oak table. He looked over at her and grinned, waving her over.

      She sat in the chair across from him, taking in his smart, blue eyes, short, dark hair, and handsome face. A manila folder sat to his left. She kept her purse on her lap, her hand casually wrapped around her gun.

      “You look tired, Ava.”

      “I had a lot to think about.”

      Joe clasped his hands on the table in front of him. “Yes, you did. I would hope that you will accept my apology for upending your life like this, but if I put myself in your shoes, I would want to know the truth.”

      “I do.”

      “Excellent.” He reached for the file and flipped it open. “Now, as I told you, Jordan is alive. We last saw him in San Francisco.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      She caught a flash of anger in his eyes, but it disappeared so quickly, she couldn’t be sure she saw anything there in the first place.

      “I’ll explain all that in a moment. First, I’d like to ask you what you know about mind control.”

      Sitting back in her chair, she stared at Joe, wondering if the guy was crazy.

      He grinned. “I know it seems like an absurd question, Ava, but please, hang in there with me for a moment or two.”

      That little flicker of hope that Jordan could be alive had morphed into a huge flame overnight. Right now, she’d walk over shards of glass if Joe asked her to just so she could find out the truth.

      “I know there’s been books and movies about it. I’ve seen stage hypnosis shows where it seems like the hypnotist controls people’s minds. They do strange things like bark like dogs, or answer their shoe, thinking it’s their phone.”

      “What did you think of the show?”

      She shrugged. “It was funny, but I couldn’t help but wonder if everyone was faking it in some way.”

      Except Jordan. He’d sworn he remembered nothing of what he did while on stage.

      He nodded. “Well, the mind control I’m talking about is a little more extreme than having someone bark like a dog. Are you familiar with the CIA’s covert operation in the 1950s called MK Ultra?”

      “No.”

      “The government has always been interested in creating a ‘super’ fighter, someone who wouldn’t break under torture by foreign governments if ever caught in war. They’ve also wanted to seek a way to control our enemy spies. If they could find a way to do both of these things, then they would definitely have the upper hand, wouldn’t you agree?”

      She couldn’t doubt what he said, but in her opinion, they had moved into the stuff movies were made of.

      She nodded, and he continued.

      “Well, in 1953, the project got underway. They started with the drug LSD. It was given to mental patients, prisoners, prostitutes … those in the deepest recesses of our society at that time. It was also given to military personnel; the general public and CIA agents also took it. They were looking for a way to expose a person’s deepest confessions, or simply wipe away that person’s mind, allowing them to create what they wanted—an agent or military man who would do whatever he had been told without questioning his orders.”

      A shiver traveled down her spine, and she
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