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      Porter stared at the hotel for a while. This was the place. She’d been in the UK for over a week, and immediately went to the Anslaw Hotel, where Evan told her she stayed with Chesney. She found a computer expert who was able to hack into the hotel records until they found the room that Porter and Chesney had stayed in. Part of her still wasn’t sure it was all true, but once the hacker confirmed it, she knew she had to go there.

      Room 644. That was the unit that they stayed at the last three times Porter and Chesney had been there. It must’ve been a favorite. It still didn’t ring any bells for her, though. Porter had called the hotel the day before, inquiring about the room, though they said it was unavailable. Until today, that is. Someone was checking out. That meant she could get into the room for a day or two.

      Porter’s main hope was that by being there, something would trigger a memory. Something had to. How could she have been there several times with someone that she apparently cared for and still not remember anything? Something had to jog it. If this didn’t work, she didn’t know what would.

      Maybe it was a fool’s errand. Maybe it wouldn’t do any good at all. But she had to try. She was also cognizant of the fact that she may not be alone there. If she knew of the hotel that she and Chesney stayed at, she had to assume that the people chasing after her knew about it too.

      That’s why she tried to disguise her appearance as much as she could. At least for now. She sat on a bench only a minute away from the hotel, looking directly at the front of the building. She turned her head around periodically, making sure she wasn’t the focus of someone’s binoculars. She had a hat on, with her hair pulled up into it to disguise as much of her blonde hair as possible. She also had on jeans, and a black coat that she pulled up to her neck. If someone was watching, she was making it difficult for them to identify her.

      Porter sat there for a while, over an hour, until it was time to check in. She saw no red flags on the outside. Part of her thought that maybe there was a team of agents in the lobby, waiting until she stepped foot inside before they tried to take her down. She could’ve just walked away and forgotten about it all, but decided it was worth the risk. What else was she living for right now, anyway? All that mattered was finding out who she was and about her past. Even escaping took a back seat to that right now.

      She got up, slung her backpack over her shoulder, and walked toward the hotel, still keeping her eyes peeled for signs of trouble. Once she got inside, she stopped just in front of the door in case she had to make a quick exit. Somewhat surprisingly, there was no one running at her or pointing a gun or anything. Everyone inside just seemed to be going about their business as normal as could be.

      Finally, with her mind a little more at ease, Porter picked up her feet and moved toward the front desk. There was someone in front of her, so Porter turned her body around to take a look. It was still clear. She was so busy looking around that she never noticed the man in front of her move on.

      “Can I help you, Miss?” the male clerk asked.

      Porter spun her head back around and moved closer. “Yes, sorry. I made a reservation yesterday. Room 644.” Porter looked to both sides of her one more time, though she didn’t want to give off the vibes that something was wrong. The last thing she needed was to alert the staff there that she was in trouble and alert the police.

      A few seconds later, the clerk returned with her key, handing it to her. “And I just need your identification.” Porter reached inside her coat pocket and removed her passport, handing it to him. “Melissa?”

      Porter smiled. “That’s right.”

      The clerk typed a few things into his computer, then handed the passport back to her. “There you go. You’ll only be here a day?”

      “Probably. I’m on a business trip. Won’t take very long.”

      “I understand. Enjoy your stay. Do you need someone to show you to your room?”

      “Uh, no, thank you. I’ve been here before. I’ll find it. Thank you.”

      Porter bypassed the elevator and walked over to the stairs. She was nervous about taking the elevator. What if the doors opened on the sixth floor and there were ten guns pointed at her? She’d be trapped. Of course, they could trap her on the stairs as well, but at least she could try getting off on one of the other floors if it wasn’t blocked off. She was all about making sure she had options now.

      Once Porter got up to the sixth floor, she opened the door, letting her one hand stay free in case she needed to grab her gun quickly. She cautiously stepped onto the floor, happy to see no one else there. Not wanting to ruin a good thing, she quickly walked down the hallway, passing a dozen rooms on both sides of her, until she finally found the one she was looking for. Room 644.

      Porter stared at the numbers on the door, almost waiting for them to speak to her. A lump went down her throat. She was unsure what to expect once she went inside. Would a flood of memories suddenly start gushing into her mind, remembering it all as if it were yesterday? Or would it continue to be a blank slate? Either way, she was a little nervous. She took one last look down both ends of the hallway, then put the keycard in the slot on the door. It unlocked.

      She opened the door slowly, then walked in. Porter stood there for a moment, still waiting for that other shoe to drop. Waiting for a bunch of men in government-looking suits to rush toward her. They weren’t coming—thankfully. She breathed a bit easier.

      As she let go of the door and it closed behind her, Porter walked further into the room, looking around at everything. It was a really nice room, with what looked like some expensive furniture and finishings. She stared at the couch, trying to picture herself sitting there in another moment in time.

      With nothing coming back to her, she slowly went to the bedroom, almost as if she were afraid of actually remembering something. As Porter walked into the bedroom, her eyes were immediately drawn to the king-size bed in the middle of the room. She closed her eyes, then tried to imagine herself and Chesney in it, hoping that would spur something. She kept her eyes closed, trying to focus, making facial expressions that indicated she was either remembering something, or trying to force something that wasn’t there. It turned out to be the latter. She opened her eyes after thirty seconds, still in the same head space that she was before. There was nothing there that she remembered.

      Porter sighed, then walked into the bathroom that adjoined the room. She put eyes on every space there was, hoping something, no matter how small, would trigger that one memory. She had a feeling that was all it would take. Just one. Then that would lead to others. Unfortunately, that one small thing just wasn’t coming.

      Dejected, she left the bedroom and walked through the living room until she got to the kitchen. There were no triggers there, either. She wasn’t about to give up, though. She walked around the room for a while longer, but she really didn’t have much hope at that point. Porter walked around, touching things, desperately wanting her memory to come back.

      After thirty minutes of looking and touching, she was about to give up. Nothing was working. Nothing was coming back to her. Not even the slightest hint of a memory. Her mind just felt… empty.

      Finally, Porter put her back up against the wall, then slowly slid down to the floor. She hiked up her knees, then put her elbows on them, and put her head in her hands. She didn’t let any tears fall. She was dejected, but maybe it was finally starting to settle in for her. Maybe her memory just wasn’t going to come back. Under any circumstances. She knew that was a possibility, but she always held out hope that it would return. Something would trigger it. Maybe now she just had to finally accept that this was the way she’d always be. She’d always have that blank slate that she couldn’t account for.

      Porter finally lifted her head out of her hands and tilted it back until it rested against the wall. There wasn’t much else she could do. Evan told her about the apartment she had in France. Maybe that was her next move. Maybe that would be the final straw. If she went there, and she still had no memories of her former life, maybe that’d be a sign that she should just give it up. She wasn’t there yet. But it was close. She had one more card to play, and if that failed to bring up anything, then maybe it’d be time to forget about her past, and move on to the future.
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      Myers was summoned over to one of the analyst's desks to look at a picture.

      “We got this picture of what looks like a woman going into a hotel about an hour ago,” the analyst said.

      “Run it through facial rec?”

      “Yeah, but we didn’t get a match. There just wasn’t enough there for a positive ID.”

      Myers stared at the picture. “You got anything else?”

      “No, this is it. We took it off a security cam, and this was the best picture of the bunch. You can tell it’s a woman by the facial features we can see, but with the hat on, the hair pulled up, and the coat up to her neck, it’s hard to get a good look.”

      “Could be her,” Myers said.

      “I just can’t say one way or another.”

      “Where was this taken?”

      “About an hour ago going to this hotel.” The analyst reached over and tapped a piece of paper with his middle finger, which had the name and address of the hotel written down on it.

      Myers squinted his eyes. “Why does this seem familiar?” The analyst didn’t have an answer at the moment. Myers went over to his desk and started going through the several file folders’ worth of information they’d built up on the case. It only took a few minutes. His eyes lit up when he saw it, knowing immediately that the person in the picture was Porter. “That’s it. The hotel Porter and Chesney stayed at when they were together.”

      Myers jumped out of his seat and left the room in order to go see his boss. Stephenson’s door was open, so Myers knocked as he came in.

      “I think we got her,” Myers said.

      “Where?”

      “I think she just entered a hotel in the UK. Same one that we’ve got Porter and Chesney at when they were together.”

      “How do you know it’s her?” Stephenson asked. “Are you sure?”

      “Not positive. More of a hunch. We’ve got a picture of someone I think is her.”

      Stephenson eagerly got out of his chair and followed his subordinate down the hallway until they reached the situation room again. Myers led his boss over to the picture they had.

      “You can see… it’s not clear. But it might be.”

      Stephenson didn’t need to be convinced. He was already on board. “That’s her. No question.”

      “Should we move on it?”

      “Absolutely. How close can we get a team there?”

      Myers instantly started scrolling through his phone. “About thirty minutes.”

      “Do it. Get them there.”

      Myers nodded, then sent instructions to the closest agents they had on the ground. “What do you think she’s doing there?”

      Stephenson stared at the picture of the person he believed to be Porter. “Retracing her steps. She’s looking for answers. Something she can latch onto.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to latch onto her first.”

      It was easier said than done, as they all knew by now. But they’d been searching for her for over a week, ever since she dropped off the grid in Italy. Now, they’d found her again.
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      Porter sat on the couch, thinking about what to do next. She wanted to go to France and find her apartment, but she wasn’t sure of the best way to get there. She no longer had her friends in Italy to turn to, as that group only operated into and out of that country.

      She thought about contacting George Watts again, but wasn’t sure if it was best to drag him into this one more time. He helped her out of one situation before, and considering everyone who usually did wound up dead, it was a miracle he wasn’t already. Of course, she didn’t know for a fact whether he was alive or not, but she assumed he was. She hoped he was. And if that were true, he somehow escaped the jinx that was usually associated with being around her. She wasn’t sure it was a good idea to put him at risk again.

      After some time thinking about it, Porter figured she’d be better off going it alone. She didn’t want to put anyone else at risk, and the more people that she involved in this, the greater chance there was of someone finding her faster. Someone could get tracked or followed, and at this point, Porter figured that was more likely than anything. As much as she would like to have someone on her side, showing her the way or helping her out if she ran into trouble, it just wasn’t a good idea.

      As Porter sat there, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. It didn’t take long before she dozed off. She hadn’t been getting much sleep lately. Being on the run and constantly looking over your shoulder had a tendency to wreak havoc on a person’s sleep schedule.

      She only slept for about twenty minutes. Something woke her. Her head snapped to attention, her eyes focusing on the front door. She wasn’t sure what it was. It was just a feeling she had. Something was off. At first, Porter brushed it off to her heightened sense of paranoia. She always assumed the worst was waiting for her around the corner. These days, she had to.

      This seemed like something else, though. She just couldn’t put her finger on what. Porter kept staring at the door, as if she expected it to suddenly burst open, with a team of twelve agents rushing through it. She listened intently, trying to hear the sounds of muffled voices or shoes shuffling in the hallway, getting into position. But it was all quiet.

      Porter put her hands on top of her head and sighed, thinking it must have been her nerves. She got up, quietly walked over to the door, and looked out the peephole, just to give herself some peace of mind—or quickly get her into defense mode. Luckily, there was no one out there.

      She still had that eerie feeling that something was wrong, but tried to shake it off. Porter figured she had to do something to keep herself busy and clear her mind. She went to the bathroom and turned the shower on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Myers turned toward his boss, who was looking at the monitors on the wall. He wanted the final approval to turn the agents loose.

      “Our guys are ready. They’re waiting down the hall from Porter’s room. Should I turn them loose or try to wait for a visual to make sure it really is her?”

      Stephenson shook his head. He wasn’t waiting for any visual. He knew it was her in that room. And he wasn’t giving her any more time. “Send them in.”

      “What if it’s not her?”

      “Then we’ll deal with it, apologize, and move on. But I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that. Put them in play.”

      Myers nodded, then sent a message to the lead agent, telling him the mission was a go. There were four agents in the hallway outside Porter’s room. They’d gotten the key card to the room and opened the door. With their guns out in front of them, they slowly went inside—all except one, who was left out in the hallway, just in case they flushed Porter out that way.

      The three agents split up, with one going into the kitchen while one stayed in the living room and the other went into the hallway toward the bedroom and bathroom. The agent heard the shower running and made the bathroom his first stop. How easy it would be to take her out while she was in the shower. They couldn’t have planned it any better.

      The agent opened the bathroom door, trying to be as quiet as possible. His eyes were immediately drawn to the shower, where the curtain was closed, concealing the person on the other side of it. He couldn’t even see an outline through the curtain. He gripped his gun a little tighter and moved in closer. With his left hand free, he crept toward the shower, putting his hand on the edge of the curtain. Then, he suddenly yanked the curtain open, swinging his gun around, ready to open fire. He was surprised to see that nobody was there. The water was running, but Porter wasn’t there.

      “Looking for me?” Porter asked, standing behind the man.

      The agent quickly spun around, only to get a kick to his groin. He hunched over in pain and Porter gave him another kick, this time to the chest, sending him spiraling backward into the shower. He was out of the fight for the moment. Knowing there were others nearby, Porter ran out of the bathroom. Almost immediately, she was met by the second agent. He came around the corner at the same time as Porter got there, each of them surprised that the other was only inches away.

      Without thinking, Porter instinctively launched herself onto the man, sending them both down to the ground. Porter landed on top and hammered the man’s face with a couple of punches. She continued pounding away on him, much longer than she should have, considering she had already won the fight. She didn’t notice the agent coming from the kitchen, sneaking closer.

      The agent stood firm, having a clear shot at Porter. He steadied his hand and aimed, targeting her chest. At the last second, just as the man fired, Porter looked up at him. She instantly dodged to her right to get out of the way of the bullet, but it was too late. Porter grimaced and let out a small groan as she fell, hitting against the wall. Luckily, she noticed the agent before he fired, or else she would have been dead right now. Still, a bullet to the arm wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience. But it was better than the alternative, which would have been a bullet to the chest and instant death.

      With the predicament she was now in, Porter didn’t have time to worry about her arm, even though it caused her pain. She immediately fell onto her back, removing her gun from the waistband of her pants at the same time. She aimed at the hallway, even though there was nothing there yet. She was waiting for the agent to make an appearance, which she figured he’d have to do if he wanted to check on whether she was dead or not. As Porter fell back into the hallway, he now couldn’t see her from his position.

      Porter bid her time silently, waiting for the outline of the man. She didn’t want to drop the hammer on him, but she wasn’t left with much of a choice now. It was either them or her. She took a quick look back at the bathroom to see if the first guy was coming, as she figured it wouldn’t take him too much longer to get back in the fight.

      Just as she turned her head back around to the living room, she saw a glimpse of the agent, who was starting to creep into view from the hallway. He had his gun out in front, ready to fire again. Porter didn’t give him the chance. She fired three rounds, all of which hit their mark. The agent instantly went down, and Porter jumped back to her feet.

      She was breathing heavily, and her arm burned a little. Porter winced as she felt her left arm with her right hand, the gun still entrenched in her grasp. She had to block out the pain for the moment. She was bleeding from it, but it didn’t penetrate her skin.

      The man from the bathroom still wasn’t coming, and the man directly in front of her on the floor was starting to move, but wasn’t yet ready to rejoin the fight. Porter looked down at him, moving her fingers slightly on her weapon, thinking about what she wanted to do. She could have easily ended the man’s life right then and there. She started to raise the gun, but quickly pulled it back down to her side. It wasn’t right.

      Killing in self-defense was one thing, but killing someone who wasn’t a threat at the moment didn’t seem like the right thing to do. She could’ve convinced herself that the man was a threat, and that by not killing him, she was probably going to have to deal with him again at some point. And probably soon. But there was probably always going to be a guy like that. Getting rid of this one wouldn’t have suddenly made her troubles go away. There was always going to be someone to take his place. Her issue had to be just getting out of this predicament in the first place.

      Porter stepped over the man but kept her gun out in front of her chest, ready to fire if there was another person that jumped out at her. She quickly scanned the rest of the room, not seeing any signs of trouble. She went over to the door. Before opening it, she looked back to make sure the others weren’t coming yet.

      Porter opened the door and immediately saw a gun appear out of nowhere, staring at her in the face. She instantly swatted at the gun, the agent pulling the trigger at the same time, with the bullet going into the floor. The man’s gun dropped to the floor, so he balled his hand into a fist and took a swing at her. Porter blocked the blow, then dropkicked the man’s legs, causing him to fall onto the floor. She knew she didn’t want to be in any kind of prolonged battle with the man, especially with his friends nearby. This pretty much ended the fight before it started.

      The man held both of his shins but started to get up, though Porter made quick work of that. She gave several forceful kicks to the man’s face, keeping him permanently on the ground. The man’s face felt like he’d gotten hit with a hammer, but at least he was still alive and Porter didn’t use her gun on him.

      With all of her attackers down, Porter rushed out the door. She quickly spun her head around, making sure there was nobody else out in the hallway waiting for her. It was finally clear. With no time to waste, and no idea where she was going, she ran down the hall until she found the stairs.
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      Myers had his hand over his mouth, hardly believing that they’d come up short again. He barely wanted to look over at his boss, who he assumed would have smoke coming out of his head in anger by now. Surprisingly, though, Stephenson didn’t appear mad at all. For him, it was just another blown opportunity.

      “Those guys need to hurry up and get their asses back in the game!” Stephenson said. “We’ve still got a chance here. She can’t get too far if we get on her tail quickly.”

      “I already had a backup team coming just in case,” Myers replied. “They should be there shortly.”

      “She could be gone by the time they arrive. We need those guys to get moving.”

      Stephenson’s wishes were soon granted as the one agent stumbled out of the bathroom only a few seconds later. He helped get the others to their feet, and they all stormed out of the room, quickly trying to find Porter again.

      “What do you wanna do about our guy still there?” Myers asked.

      Stephenson thought about it for a second. They had a couple of options. The first was to do what they always did: send someone in to clean it up before anyone else found the body. But they could also deviate from that in this case. With Porter being so elusive, it ran across his mind that they could let the body in the hotel room be found by the authorities. That way it would come back to Porter, and they could then get the police involved in the pursuit. The more eyes they had on her at this point, the better. But that would come with additional problems. If the police found her first, who knows what she might say to them. In the end, Stephenson wasn’t sure the additional eyeballs were worth the risk. He decided to stay the usual course.

      “Get one of the backup team members to clean everything up in that room,” Stephenson said.

      “I’ll get them on it.”

      The other three agents rushed down the steps and took off after Porter, flying out of the hotel. The one thing they knew was that she wasn’t staying there. The three agents hurried out of the hotel and instantly started looking around, hoping to get a glimpse of her somewhere.

      “There!” one of them said, pointing further down the street. He just barely saw the back of Porter as she ran into an alley between two tall buildings.

      The three men immediately took off after her, trying to close the small lead that she now had. As Porter got to the end of the alley, she stopped for a moment and looked back, taking a second to catch her breath. Then she saw one of the agents suddenly run into the alley, and Porter took off right away.

      She wasn’t sure where she was going, but as Porter kept on running, she periodically looked back, and she could feel the men gaining ground on her. She had to do something to lose them. She needed to slow them up. Porter ran around cars, through the street, avoiding oncoming traffic, anything she could think of. Car horns blared as Porter maneuvered around the vehicles, with the pursuing agents doing the same.

      It slowed the agents up, but only a little. Porter ran down the sidewalk, still heavily pursued by the three men following. She ran across the street again, hoping she could find something to give herself some distance—a car, a building, something she could use.

      Porter eventually started running toward the River Thames, though she didn’t know it at the time. She hopped over a small fence and ran through some small bushes, finding herself in what seemed like a park setting. There was a path with benches and a bunch of people walking around.

      She started running down the path. She took a look back. They were still behind her. Porter started worrying that she wasn’t going to be able to lose them this time. She eventually ran past what looked like an outdoor restaurant. Several people were walking in and out of it. Porter successfully evaded one of the walkers, although one of the agents pursuing her slammed into one of them.

      At least it gave Porter a few extra seconds. It wasn’t much, but she’d take what she could get right now. As Porter continued running, people along the path started moving to the side, realizing that something was going on.

      Porter’s lead seemed to be shrinking by the second. She was going to have to do something drastic. As she passed by a couple of trees, she noticed that the river was to her right. She made a beeline for it. She hopped another small iron fence, coming across the A3211. She crossed it, not a bit concerned about the horns blaring from cars passing her by, worried about hitting her.

      Porter crossed the road, with the small concrete wall that separated her from the river in sight. She leaped over it, the agents still on her heels. Seconds later, she was about to dive into the river.

      Just as Porter jumped in, the lead agent removed his gun and quickly fired three rounds in Porter’s direction. Seconds later, she was gone. The agents went over to the wall and looked into the river, hoping to see her body float to the top. They didn’t see any sign of her. She appeared to be gone.

      The agents didn’t have time to stand there and stare, as gunshots in the middle of London surely would bring unwanted attention. They quickly started stirring around, one of the agents tapping the others to get going. There were a few onlookers standing about, and that number was growing by the second. They took one last look at the river, trying to see if they could either see Porter swimming away, or her body on top of the water. They saw neither. She was just gone.
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      Porter’s eyes opened and she looked up at the ceiling. She instantly recognized she was in a strange place. She jumped up to a sitting position, then suddenly felt a sharp pain in the back of her shoulder. She grimaced and slowly started moving her right arm.

      A man rushed into the room. Porter immediately shifted back a little, as far as she could go, unsure of who this person was. He was an older man with a full white beard, looking like he was in his seventies. Although he looked harmless, Porter was still wary. She’d learned enough by now not to trust anyone at first glance.

      “You must rest easy,” the man said. There was something calming in his voice, something that indicated he wasn’t there to hurt her, though Porter still looked at him uneasily. He gently grabbed her arm and started looking at her shoulder. “You must be cautious.”

      “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “You are at my home. My name is Leo.”

      “How did I get here?”

      Leo smiled. “You don’t remember?”

      Porter blinked rather quickly, and shook her head as if she were trying to shake her memories loose. “Uh, the last thing I remember was jumping in the river.”

      Leo nodded. “Yes. That is where I found you.”

      “Found me?”

      “It was late last night. You were soaked. Looked like you’d been in there quite a while.”

      “Um, yeah, I guess I was.”

      “It’s not every day that you find someone floating in there. You were also bleeding.” Leo pointed to her shoulder. “Looked like you’d taken a good one.” Porter reached around and felt the back of her shoulder, trying to find the wound. “Careful now. By the looks of it, that wasn’t the first time.”

      Porter sighed. “No. No, it wasn’t.”

      “Just barely missed whatever other operation you had back there. Maybe only an inch away from it.”

      Porter instinctively put her hand on her waist, feeling for her gun.

      “If you’re looking for your weapon, it’s over there in the drawer.” Leo pointed to the small table beside the bed. There was a lamp on top of it.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Leo.”

      Porter grinned. “You told me that. But who are you? Why’d you bring me here?”

      “I’ve spent my life trying to be a good person and help others. You looked like someone who needed help. So here we are.”

      Porter’s eyes kept glancing around the room, wondering if they were alone in the house. Leo noticed her becoming fidgety.

      “Relax,” he told her. He put his hand on her forearm. “You are safe here. What are you running from?”

      “Not the police, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “Always good to know you’re not a fugitive. I’d hate for you to suddenly murder me after helping you,” he said with a laugh.

      Porter couldn’t help but smile. “I’m not going to murder you. I’m just trying to escape.”

      “From what?”

      “There are people chasing me. It’s hard to even explain.”

      “From your accent, I’d say you’re American.”

      Porter slightly shook her head. “I guess. I’m not even sure what I am. I should be going, though.”

      “Hold on. Relax. You need time to heal.”

      “I can’t stay here. Thank you for your kindness, but your life is in jeopardy with each second I’m here.”

      Leo didn’t look worried. “I’m seventy-four years old. What could they do to me?”

      “They could kill you.”

      “I’m closer to the end than the beginning, anyway. Death does not frighten me the way it does young people.”

      Porter made a face. “I guess that’s a good attitude to have. I’m not sure I’d agree with it, but… whatever works for you.”

      “Stay for a few hours. Heal. You shouldn’t be moving around with that shoulder of yours like that. You need time.”

      “I don’t have time.”

      “What are you running from?”

      “The less you know about me, the better off you are.”

      “I should at least know your name.”

      Porter hesitated, not sure the man should even know that much, but she relented. “Cari. My name’s Cari.”

      “Now what’s a pretty young girl like you doing running from people, floating in rivers with bullets in her shoulder?”

      Porter chuckled. “It’s a long story.”

      “I’ve got plenty of time.”

      “Maybe another day. I do really need to be going. Was there anyone else who helped bring me here? Anyone else know I’m here?”

      Leo shook his head. “Only me.”

      “Don’t ever tell anyone I was here. For your sake, not for mine. People who know me have a tendency of winding up dead. Deny I was ever here.”

      “Sounds very secretive and mysterious.”

      “Why didn’t you take me to the hospital? Or call the police?”

      Leo rubbed his chin. “Well, me and the government have had an adversarial relationship over the years. We don’t always see eye to eye on things.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I generally try to avoid interacting with anyone connected to the establishment, if you know what I mean. I try to deal with people on a more personal level.”

      “I understand.”

      “And as for hospitals… can’t stand them. I don’t step foot in them places unless I absolutely have to. Besides, you didn’t look too bad off. Just a little shoulder wound. You’re not the first person I’ve operated on before, you know.”

      “Oh really? You rescue people who are shot often, do you?”

      Leo laughed. “Well, when I was a younger man, I… well, let’s just say I didn’t always do things according to the rule book.”

      Porter smiled. “Maybe I should be the one hiding you out.”

      Leo kept laughing and slapped his knee. “That’s a good one. Maybe that’s the truth.”

      “You live alone here?”

      Leo nodded. “Yes, for a few years now. My wife, she, uh, she’s been gone… must be about four years now.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Well, we had a good run together. She was in a lot of pain those last few years, so… I guess I take comfort in knowing that she’s in a better place now. Back to you, though. Who are these people after you? Are you like James Bond or something?”

      “Who?”

      “James Bond. He’s the secret agent in all those movies.”

      Porter shook her head. “I don’t know who that is. I don’t really know much of anything.”

      Leo thought he had an idea of what was going on. “Are you on the run from secret government organizations who wiped your memory and were doing a lot of other testing on you? You like a test subject for them or something?”

      Porter could only shrug and shake her head. She just didn’t know. “I can’t say. I don’t remember much of my past. I just know that people keep coming after me, no matter where I am. I woke up in South Africa, traveled to a few other countries, wound up in Italy, and now I’m here. And each place, they were there. Coming for me. That’s how I know you’re not safe here as long as I’m here too. I have to go. For your sake.”

      “Like I said, I’m not worried about that.”

      Porter gave him a warm smile. “But I am. There have been a lot of people who have died being around me already. Too many. I don’t want one more.”

      “Well, if your mind’s made up about it.”

      “I’m afraid it has to be.”

      “OK. What else can I do to help you?”

      “You’ve already done plenty. Thank you.”

      “Nonsense. There’s always something else that can be done.”

      “I can’t think of what it might be.”

      “How ‘bout some food? When was the last time you ate?”

      Porter hesitated for a second. “I… don’t know. Yesterday, I think.”

      Leo pointed at her for a moment. “You’re gonna stay here for a few minutes and eat something.”

      “I really shouldn’t.”

      “Nonsense. How are you gonna escape from these people on an empty stomach? You need to eat, keep your energy up. If you’ve got nothing in you, you’ll slow down. They’ll find you for sure. Eat first. Then you go.”

      Porter couldn’t help but smile, sensing her host was a persistent man who wouldn’t take no for an answer. He was probably right, though. She did need to keep her energy up.

      “OK, you win.”

      Leo slapped his knee again. “That’s the spirit. I’ll fix you up something in no time.”

      Porter watched him as he left the room, getting the sense that he was a little lonely. She wished she could stay longer, but as she told him, the history of people who stayed around her wasn’t very pretty. She didn’t want to feel responsible for one more death.

      Porter sat up straighter in bed, then started moving her shoulder around. It definitely wasn’t the worst that she’d felt, though she wished that was a thought she didn’t have to think about. She put her hands on her head, having a headache to go along with her shoulder pain. She then put her feet on the floor and stood up, stretching her back out.

      Her first order of business was getting her gun out of the drawer. The magazine had been taken out of it, so she put it back in, then put it in the back of her pants. Porter put her hand on the front of her shoulder as she left the room. She immediately saw Leo in the kitchen, making them some food. Porter sniffed the air, trying to figure out what he was making.

      “Smells good.”

      Leo looked back at her and smiled. “It is good. Wait till you get a load of this.”

      “What is it?”

      “You’re getting the full English breakfast. Fried eggs, sausage, bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms, toast, black pudding, and some coffee.”

      Porter raised her eyebrows. “That sounds like a lot.”

      Leo grinned. “Not as much as it sounds. It’ll pack a punch for you, though. You need to keep your strength up. This’ll do the trick. Get you up and at ‘em in no time.”

      “I’m not sure I have the time for all this.”

      “Will only be a few minutes. Trust me.”

      Porter sighed and looked around the room, anxious to get going. But she supposed a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt.

      “What about money?” Leo asked.

      “What about it?”

      “You need any?”

      “Oh, no. I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “You sure? I have a few quid I can share.”

      “I’m good, really. Thank you.”

      Leo kept working in the kitchen as he talked. “So what are your plans from here?”

      “I don’t really know. I guess I’m making my way to France.”

      “France? Why, what’s there?”

      “Apparently, I used to live there. Had an apartment there, I guess. I figured I’d make my way there, see if I can put some missing pieces together.”

      “And then?”

      Porter looked at him with a blank stare. She really didn’t know what she would do after that. She hadn’t made any long-term plans with anything. A person in her situation, her long-term strategy was just being alive in a week. The question kind of threw her for a loop. She stood there, thinking about it. What was her goal, other than escaping the agents that always seemed to be nearby? She put her hands on one of the four chairs that belonged to the square table in front of her. She then took a seat. Leo took a look back at her again, noticing that she seemed to be deep in thought.

      “No real goal other than seeing tomorrow’s sunrise, huh?”

      Porter glanced up at him. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “That’s your real problem right there. How are you gonna escape if you don’t know where you’re escaping to? You need a goal. A purpose. Something to shoot for. If your only goal is just getting away for one more day, you’ll eventually make a mistake. You’ll get tired, lose focus—you’re only human. It happens. You need a plan. Go somewhere, do something that’ll make them drop off the radar for good. Then you won’t need to worry about them anymore.”

      “Sounds easier said than done.”

      “Of course it is. Anything worth doing is always easier said than done. But you seem resourceful. I think if anyone could get out of the situation you’re in, it’s probably you.”

      Porter laughed. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know your type. You’re a fighter. Like me. You don’t give up. You can take a lot of punishment, mentally and physically. But yet, no matter how many times you get knocked to the mat, you keep coming back up for more. That’s the sign of a warrior.”

      “Maybe.”

      “The only problem is, no matter how tough the warrior is, eventually they’ll get knocked down and they won’t get back up. It’s the natural way of things. That’s why you need to figure out where you’re going. Have a long-term plan in mind. How will you know how to get there if you don’t know where there is?”

      Porter grinned. She couldn’t deny the man had a point. But she just didn’t know where that place would be.

      “Maybe the problem is you’re looking to your past.”

      “Huh?”

      “You said you were going to France,” Leo said. “Trying to find some answers.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Maybe there aren’t any. Maybe that’s the problem. You’re trying to make sense of something that just don’t make any sense. If you keep looking to your past, so will the people chasing you. They know it too. Maybe if you put the past in the mirror, look to the future, maybe that’s how you do it.”

      “But I don’t know what that future is without knowing what’s in my past.”

      “Maybe start creating a new future that’s not dependent on what’s behind you.”

      “How would I do that?”

      Leo shrugged. “Now there’s a loaded question there, isn’t it? One of the big questions in life, if you ask me. How do you move on from your past, whatever it might be? It’s something a lot of people struggle with. But you don’t have to.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Well, if you don’t know what your past is, you got nothing holding you back, right?”

      Porter laughed. “Yeah. I guess that’s one way of looking at it.”

      “The only way of looking at it. You don’t have to be restrained by it if you don’t know what it is. The future’s a blank slate now. You can do whatever you want with it.”

      Porter still struggled to identify what that future might look like. She had trouble figuring out what kind of future she could have if she didn’t understand her past. What if Leo was right, though? Maybe she shouldn’t even try to figure out who she once was. Maybe it was better off being buried in the past. What if she spent years trying to remember who she was, and she didn’t like what she found? What would she do then? But she had trouble just pretending like her past didn’t exist. It was what made her who she was now.

      As Leo continued making breakfast for them, Porter continued thinking about his words, letting them sink in.

      She started whispering to herself. “Yeah. Maybe I should bury my past.”
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      Everyone in the room was working furiously. Everyone who could be there was there. Stephenson and Myers watched over everybody, making sure they all stayed on pace. Porter was close. They just about had her.

      “Let’s go, people,” Stephenson said. “Cari Porter is out there. We know where. We just need to pinpoint it.”

      “Maybe she’s dead,” Myers said, standing next to his boss, saying it quietly so nobody else could hear. “I mean, she hasn’t popped up yet, so maybe she’s still floating in the river somewhere.”

      “Dead bodies have a habit of popping up, don’t they?”

      “Usually.”

      “Nothing’s been reported that matches Porter’s description, right?”

      Myers shook his head. “We’ve checked every report coming out of a hospital, police station, morgue, everywhere. Nothing that matches.”

      “There you go. Then she’s still out there. She’s got more lives than a cat. Until we’ve got confirmation that she’s dead, assume she’s alive.”

      “Our guy thought that he hit her.”

      “Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. If he did, this might be our opportunity to close in again. She’d have to get medical attention somewhere.”

      “She hasn’t checked in anywhere we can find,” Myers said.

      “And she won’t. She knows not to use public channels. She’ll go somewhere off the books.”

      “But she hasn’t been there that long. Would she know where to go? Does she have contacts?”

      “She might have been passed a name or two from her friends in Italy.”

      “Maybe. What about cameras?”

      “We’ve been scouring everything we can get our hands on. She’s just not popping up anywhere.”

      The analysts were still going through every piece of footage they could get their hands on. If there was something to be found, they would find it. And they did. After another forty-five minutes of searching, one of the analysts spoke up.

      “Got something!”

      Stephenson and Myers rushed over to the woman’s desk.

      “Whatcha got?” Myers asked.

      The woman pointed to her screen. “Look at these two people here.” She was pointing to a video of a man appearing to be helping a woman walk. The woman had her arm draped across the man’s neck. They all looked at the video as it played.

      “Can’t really tell if that’s her,” Myers said.

      “If you look at it closely, you can see that the woman looks wet,” the analyst said. “She looks drenched. The man is dry.”

      Myers nodded. “And she needs help moving. Like maybe she’s been shot.”

      The analyst zoomed in on the footage. “Look here.” She pointed to the screen again, zeroing in on Porter’s shoulder. “Red dots.”

      “Could be blood.”

      Stephenson stayed silent, thinking as he stared at the screen.

      “Do you have anything on her face?”

      The analyst shook her head. “Nothing that I can find.” She then pulled up another camera angle, showing part of the man’s face. “I’ve got this partial on the man. That’s about as good as we’ve got, though.”

      Myers stood up straight, looking at his boss. “What do you think?”

      “The clues all point in her direction,” Stephenson replied. “Let’s find out who this guy is.”

      “I’m starting to run partials based on what we have,” the analyst said. “Maybe I can come up with something.”

      “Good,” Myers replied. “Spread the work around so we can get there faster.”

      Stephenson and Myers took a few steps back, giving their people some space. They hoped they’d come up with something soon. The longer it took, the more they assumed Porter would slip through their fingers again.

      Myers glanced at his boss apprehensively. “Hope we can find something soon.”

      Stephenson closed his fist. “We’re close. I can feel it.”
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      Porter looked at the time. She instantly started scurrying around, getting up out of her chair. She had already stayed longer than she wanted to. After eating with Leo, they started talking, and they both lost track of time.

      “This has been really great,” Porter said. “I can’t thank you enough for your generosity.”

      Leo smiled. “It’s been my pleasure. I hope whatever it is you’re looking for, even if you don’t know what that is yet… I hope you find it.”

      Porter returned the smile. “Thank you.”

      Leo got up as well. “Let me take a look out the door for you, just to make sure the coast is clear.”

      “Oh, no, I’m sure that’s not necessary. I don’t need you taking any risks for me.”

      Leo waved his hand at her. “Ah. What kind of risk can there be poking my head out the door?”

      “Probably more than you realize.”

      Leo walked over to the door. “Maybe so. But I’m doing it anyway.”

      Porter continued smiling at him, knowing she wasn’t going to change his mind. She appreciated the way he looked after her. He was like the grandfather she wasn’t sure even existed.

      Leo put his hand on the knob of the door and pulled it open. He nonchalantly stepped through the frame of the door, not expecting anyone to be there. And there wasn’t. Not right in front of him, anyway. But they were there. Watching. And waiting. For this exact moment.

      Leo stuck his nose in the air, getting a whiff of the fresh air. It would be the last of it that he ever smelled. Seconds later, a bullet penetrated his chest, the impact of it sending him falling backward. Porter looked on in horror as she watched Leo fall onto his back, a loud thumping sound as his body hit the floor.

      “No!”

      Porter immediately rushed over to him, putting her hand underneath his head and lifting it up slightly. She then felt for a pulse. There wasn’t any. He was gone. Porter closed her eyes, squeezing her face together as tightly as she could. How could she let this happen again? She knew she should’ve been out of there a long time ago. Why did she stay so long? And why did she allow him to stick his head out that door? That should’ve been her on the floor with a bullet to the chest. Now she could add one more person to the list who lost their life because of her. It was becoming quite lengthy.

      She knew she didn’t have time to sit there and wallow in her self-pity. There were obviously people outside waiting for her. They knew where she was. Now she had to figure out how she was going to escape this time. And it wasn’t going to be easy.

      Porter gently put Leo’s head back down onto the floor, then quickly got up, removing the gun from the back of her pants. She went over to the door and kicked it closed, then rushed over to the window, making sure that she didn’t make too much of her head visible. She just barely was able to look out.

      She couldn’t see anything. Not a gun, not a person, not a hand sticking out a window, nothing. But she knew they were there. And they obviously knew she was there. Porter spun her head back around to look at Leo’s lifeless body. Why did they have to kill him? He wasn’t a threat. And she assumed that they knew it wasn’t Porter they were shooting at. There was a slight delay between Leo stepping outside and when the shots were fired. It wasn’t a simultaneous shot of the moment he opened the door. If it had been, maybe there’d be some doubt about who they were shooting at. Maybe they assumed it would be her walking through that door. But it wasn’t. There was a delay of a couple seconds. It was long enough for the shooter to know exactly who was in their sights.

      Porter shook her head. It wasn’t necessary. Leo wasn’t a threat to anybody. Whatever they were planning, they could’ve done it without taking out a man in his seventies.

      As much as Porter was seething over the death of the kind man lying in front of her, she knew she couldn’t let rage overtake her. Not now. Now she needed a clear head. She needed to calmly think of a way out of this.

      She peeked out the window, but still didn’t see anything moving out there. She raced through the small house to get to the back of it. She peered through the curtains that hung over one of the windows. But it was the same as the front. She couldn’t see anything. She had to assume they were back there too, though.

      As much as Porter wanted to run out of that house and just take off, running as fast as she could and eventually disappearing, she couldn’t. She knew she wouldn’t get more than ten steps as soon as she stepped foot outside. No matter which direction she went, front or back, they had to be watching her. She couldn’t make the first move. She’d have to wait. As much as she didn’t want to be on the defensive, she would have to let them make the first move.

      Porter put her back up against the wall, letting her head rest against it too. She let out a loud sigh and she closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure if there was a way she was going to be able to slip out of this one. Up till now, she’d always found a way to escape. But she wasn’t sure it was possible in this instance.

      Porter slowly slid down the wall until her butt hit the floor. She didn’t even seem worried about not making it out of there. She seemed more resigned to her fate than anything. She supposed this was always the likely result. Getting surrounded, dying in a barrage of gunfire. This was only a matter of time.

      Several minutes went by, and Porter didn’t even bother looking out the window again. What was the point? Whoever was out there would make their move soon enough. She’d hear them breaking in. And then it would just be a matter of how many there were, and whether she’d be able to take them out before they did the same to her. There didn’t seem to be much more to it than that. She just had to hope that there weren’t so many that they’d overwhelm her with their numbers, and that she’d have a fighting chance. That was all she could hope for now. A fighting chance.
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      Porter took a deep breath. She’d been waiting for about twenty minutes without a sign of activity anywhere. She didn’t hear voices; she didn’t hear any windows or doors breaking, and she didn’t see anyone moving when she peeked out the window. Whoever was out there was taking their time.

      Porter wasn’t getting antsy, though. She was calm, ready for whatever fate awaited her. Suddenly, she heard glass breaking. It sounded like it was coming from the bedroom. But instead of going to investigate, she stayed put. She assumed it was a diversion.

      They had to figure that Porter would go investigate a noise like that. That would leave the rest of the house free to break in. At least, that would be the hope. But that’s what Porter figured they were doing, too. And she wasn’t falling for it. But if someone actually was breaking in where the noise was, well, she’d have to deal with them soon enough, anyway.

      Porter moved toward the center of the house, staying near the edge of a wall that gave her a clear vantage point to both the front and back door. She turned her head back and forth, waiting for the next shoe to drop. Then the back door busted open. Two men rushed through it.

      Porter quickly opened fire, having a clear line of sight. She dropped the first man through the door with no problem. The second man immediately fell to the floor to avoid any shots, then crawled his way back outside before she was able to hit him too.

      With Porter’s eyes drawn to the back door, the front door quietly opened. Two more men were trying to creep their way in, but Porter heard the floor creaking underneath their heavy footsteps. She quickly spun around, beginning to fire before she even took a careful aim at her target. Shots from both sides filled the air.

      Porter dropped to a knee as bullets lodged into the wall she was standing next to. The first man through the front door fell to one knee as one of the bullets penetrated his arm. With the element of surprise gone, the two men retreated back through the door.

      Porter checked her ammunition, then waited for the next round, which she was sure would commence any minute. She listened closely, thinking that she heard something coming from the bedroom again. It could’ve been someone climbing through the window. She wasn’t sure she wanted to move from her position, having a good view of both doors. If she gave that up, she’d lose that advantage.

      She decided to stay put. If someone was coming in through the bedroom, they’d have to come to her. While her eyes flicked back and forth between the doors, Porter listened intently, trying to hear if someone was getting closer. She thought she detected footsteps, but she wasn’t sure. If it was, they were trying to walk softly.

      Porter took a few deep breaths, wanting to take the other person by surprise. She still wasn’t sure someone was there, but was taking the chance that someone was. She jumped out from the wall, gun out in front of her, and instantly saw a man only a few feet in front of her. The man was taken by surprise and raised his gun to fire, but Porter beat him to the punch. The man never got off a shot before his dead body hit the ground.

      Porter immediately went back to her position by the wall as she waited again. She knew they weren’t done yet. She also knew since the element of surprise wasn’t working, they’d likely try something else the next time. They’d likely come in even heavier the next time, maybe trying to overwhelm her with numbers, assuming they had them.

      Five more minutes went by. Porter was a little surprised that they hadn’t tried anything yet. Whatever they were planning, it must have been big. But all she could do was wait—unless she wanted to make that run for it, although it still didn’t seem like a good idea. Of course, staying there and fighting them off didn’t seem like a great idea either, but at least she seemed to be managing it for the moment. If they kept it up like they had been doing, maybe she could take them all out. That was her only hope.

      Things had gotten quiet. Too quiet for Porter’s liking. The calm before the storm and all that. And she figured a storm was coming. It had to be. The people after her weren’t going to just walk away and leave her. It was just a matter of what they were going to try next.

      Then she got her answer. One of the windows broke with what Porter initially assumed to be a bullet piercing through it. But she saw what looked like a small canister on the floor, smoke coming out of it. Then another window shattered, with a similar-looking object now lying on the floor. Smoke started coming out of that one too. Then another window broke, this time from the back of the house.

      Porter wasn’t sure what to do at first. Smoke quickly filled the house, becoming so thick that she could barely see through it. Then she started coughing. She lifted her shirt up to try and cover her face, though it didn’t really do much. She had to get out of there. As she continued coughing, she made her way to the back door. She was going to have to fight her way out.

      Before Porter was able to open the door, she started feeling funny. Her eyes suddenly started getting heavier. She couldn’t stop coughing. She put her hand on the knob of the door and opened it. Her body promptly became lethargic, and she was having trouble remaining upright. She tried to look outside to see where her opponents were, but the smoke was still too thick to see past it, even with the door open.

      Porter kept coughing, not able to take more than a couple of breaths without feeling like she was hacking up her lungs. The lethargic feeling in her body kept getting worse with each passing second. She no longer even had the strength to grip the gun in her hand, and it dropped to the floor. Suddenly, it felt like the room started spinning. Porter took a step outside and her legs gave out, falling hard onto the ground. She rolled over onto her back and looked up at the blue sky. She batted her eyes quickly for a few moments, but even they were getting too heavy to keep open. Her eyes closed soon after.

      Seconds later, Porter’s lifeless body was surrounded by Dark Sky agents. They stood there, five of them, all looking down at her. They started talking among themselves about what to do. Their orders were to kill her. But that was before this. They had effectively incapacitated her without having to take her life.

      One of the agents pointed his gun at Porter’s chest, ready to end her life. The leader of the group grabbed his arm and pulled it away.

      “What’s the problem? Our orders were to kill her.”

      The leader looked down at Porter. He was aware of her history. “She used to be one of us.”

      “But she’s not now. And there are a few more of us lying dead in there who are no longer one of us, thanks to her. Let’s finish this and move on.”

      The leader cleared his throat and rubbed his chin. He was having second thoughts.

      A third member of the group chimed in. “Why don’t you just call it in and see what they wanna do? There… problem solved.”

      The leader looked at both of them and nodded. “OK. If they want us to take her out, we’ll take her out. If they want something else, we’ll do that too.”

      The first man sighed, wanting to get this over with. “Fine, let’s make it quick, though, huh?”

      The leader pulled out his phone and called Myers, who picked up right away. Stephenson was right next to him, so his lieutenant put it on speaker. They moved over to a corner of the room to have a little more privacy, hoping they had good news to share. The agents on the ground didn’t have body cameras on, so the powers that be had no idea what was happening.

      “What’s going on?” Myers asked. “You got Porter?”

      “Well, yes and no.”

      Stephenson’s blood was already boiling, anticipating another round of excuses. And he wasn’t in the mood for games or nonsense answers. “What do you mean, yes and no? It’s a simple question. Do you get Porter or did you not? Yes or no?”

      The leader cleared his throat again. “Uh, well, we didn’t kill her. But she is lying in front of us unconscious.”

      Stephenson and Myers looked at each other, wild-eyed, not expecting that type of answer.

      “How exactly did that happen?” Myers asked.

      “We had her trapped in the house, tried to get in and there, surround her, but she took a couple of us out. So we threw in the gas. A minute later she came out the back door, looking to get out, then she just collapsed. So here we are.”

      “I see.”

      “I know our orders were to kill her, but she’s already unconscious, so I wasn’t sure if you still wanted us to carry out those orders, or if you had something else in mind.”

      Stephenson and Myers looked at each other again, unsure how to proceed at the moment. This wasn’t one of the options they had thought about.

      “OK, is she still out?” Myers asked.

      “Like a baby.”

      “All right, stand by.”

      Myers put his phone on mute as he and his boss discussed the matter. “What do you wanna do?”

      “I don’t see how anything has changed,” Stephenson replied.

      “We might have an opportunity here. One that we might never have expected.”

      “What? To reclaim an agent? To somehow get her back in the fold? Is that what you’re suggesting?”

      Myers shrugged. “Why not? We’ve got her now. She’s not going anywhere. We can bring her back in. We can put her through the tests. We can figure out what happened. We can reprogram her. We can turn her back into what she once was. We can make her an asset again.”

      Stephenson sighed, putting his hand over his mouth. He wasn’t sure he shared the same enthusiasm that his colleague did over the prospect of Porter rejoining the team once again. He thought it was a long shot at this point.

      “What are the odds that she could actually do that?” Stephenson asked.

      “Isn’t it worth the shot?”

      “No. Not if that means she takes out ten more of us and we have to hunt her down again.”

      “But there’s no threat of that now. We’ve got her. She’s not going anywhere. We’ve got her secured, we can put her in one of our facilities, put her in lockdown, guard her twenty-four/seven, we make sure we control the environment.”

      “Even if we’re able to do all that, can we ever trust her in the field again, knowing everything that’s happened?”

      “We’ll put her through the testing,” Myers said. “That’ll tell us everything. That’ll tell us what went wrong, and if it’s able to be fixed.”

      “And if it’s not able to be fixed?”

      “Then we put a needle in her arm and she’s never a
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