
  
    [image: RUNNER]
  


  
    
      RUNNER

      (TESSA EXTRA-SENSORY AGENT BOOK 5)

    

    
      
        KFIR LUZZATTO

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        RUNNING KEPT HER ALIVE. NOW SHE HAS TO STEP INTO THE MASK.

      

      
        VENETIAN (Book 6) - Chapter 1 Preview

      

    

    
      
        CONTINUE TESSA'S JOURNEY

      

      
        Thank you for reading

      

      
        Join my reader community

      

      
        NOTE ON AI FACE RECOGNITION

      

      
        Meet the Author

      

      
        Also by Kfir Luzzatto

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Pine Ten, LLC

      205 North Michigan Avenue

      Chicago, IL 60601

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, organizations, or living or dead persons is entirely coincidental.

      

      First publication, August 2023

      

      Copyright © 2023 by Kfir Luzzatto.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form without permission except as provided by U.S. Copyright Law. For information, please address Pine Ten, LLC.

      

      
        
        ISBN-13: 978-1-953864-16-1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      My return to MARK’s island had been bittersweet. Departing from Scotland, I had left behind someone who lived in a different world and had become important to me, but I was coming home (if I could call it that) to my friends and people who had become my new family. They had welcomed me like a hero, something I was not accustomed to. I must confess that I enjoyed being celebrated for my successful operation. I am not vain, but it's only natural to feel flattered and to enjoy the attention when you deserve it, and I had undeniably earned it. It felt good to meet the people on the island and see how much they appreciated what I had done, but on the other hand, I missed Chloe. Who is Chloe, you're asking? Right, I am getting ahead of myself. A little recap will be helpful to those of you who haven't been paying attention and are not up to speed.

      As I'm sure you remember, after it turned out that the same government agency that had trained me was cooperating with a privately funded murder squad that had set its heart on killing me, along with any other telepath they could put their hands on, I had found my way to a tiny island in the Canaries that functioned as an operational basis for MARK. The acronym stands for “Mission Ark,” a privately operated and funded organization intent on doing the opposite and saving as many telepaths as possible. MARK was a perfect fit because it kept me busy helping others without regimenting me, which is the one thing I hated when I was ESA54. “ESA,” of course, stands for Extra-Sensory Agent, which was my official designation while in the service. But you know that and much more if you followed my adventures until now. Still, we must be patient with those who may have missed them, hence the recap.

      My last adventure started when I was sent by Susan, the Head of Operations at MARK, to what looked like an impossible mission that had as its end game keeping one of MARK’s financial supporters safe. That entailed traveling to Scotland, where this investor, McIntosh, had an ancient mansion, discovering who was threatening him and his family with murder, and stopping mayhem from happening. The mission was complicated by the apparition of a ghost, who turned out not to be a ghost at all. The whole setup was rather messy, and I won't go into details here; you can read all about it elsewhere in the archives.

      While there, I developed feelings for McIntosh’s granddaughter Chloe, which eventually got me into trouble, as it always happens when I allow emotions to distract me from a mission. Chloe was a telepath, just like me, although not as powerful, and she was the reason for her grandfather bankrolling MARK. I got to spend a week post-mission with her, the first real vacation I had enjoyed in a long time. That helped me forget for a while that I was a fugitive with no clear prospects for the future, but then reality caught up with me, and I had to get back to work. It sucks, but that's the way it is. I found some consolation in the people who awaited me back on the island, particularly Robbie, with whom I had patched things up just before leaving for Scotland.

      I don't know if you remember him, but Robbie was the hot guy I had saved from the clutches of the murder squad; since I am fair and impartial as far as boys and girls are concerned, I liked Robbie a lot—not in the same way in which I adored Chloe because girls develop a deeper emotional connection, but enough to wake up beside him on quite a few mornings. He was annoying sometimes like many guys are, but overall, he was sweet, and ... did I mention he was hot? We had a lot of fun together. The problem was that he wanted much more from me than just the good time we were having together, and I wasn't ready for it, not yet. When you are in a business where you can die any day, it is unfair to let people get attached to you too much.

      But enough with somber reflections! Life's too short for that. The day after my return Susan had thrown me a party that included the best dinner I had had in a long time. If you are ever invited to a banquet in Scotland, run the other way. Scotland is beautiful, and I like the Scots as people, particularly their rugged sincerity, but I'm sorry to say that their food sucks. After the muck I had been forced to eat in Scotland (and smile graciously while I was fighting with my digestive equipment to keep it down), dinner on the island was the best gift Susan could give me.

      She also managed to surprise me—as soon as the dessert was served, she rapped on the table with her spoon, commanding silence. It was a small party, with less than 15 people. Joseph was there, and Robbie, of course, and others I knew slightly or even only by sight and was on nodding terms with. I don't socialize easily but don't get the impression that I am not a friendly person; it's just that making friends comes with a price when you lose them, and I'd instead limit the number of people I get attached to and save myself the heartache. I'm young, but I've had my share of heartache already.

      “You all know why we are here,” said Susan. “We are here to honor Tessa for her successful mission. I cannot go into details, but you should know that Tessa’s mission was vital for MARK, and she deserves great praise for her accomplishment. Come here, Tessa.”

      I'm not shy, but I am also not a show-off, and Susan’s speech took me by surprise. Still, I had no choice, so I got up and walked up to her at the other end of the table.

      “There's no need ...” I mumbled, but Susan ignored it.

      “This is a little gift from all of us,” said Susan, handing me a box.

      I opened the box. It contained a small stainless-steel watch that didn't look particularly nifty. It was definitely not a watch I would have bought for myself, and I wasn't sure I would have liked to be found dead in a ditch with it on me and have the undertakers think it was my style.

      “That's beautiful, thank you!” I managed to lie convincingly, accompanying the lie with a smile that strained my facial muscles. There and then, I planned to bury the watch in a drawer and never see it again.

      “I wouldn't say that ‘beautiful’ really describes it; I think that ‘useful’ is the better definition,” Susan said, picking it up.

      She pushed the little button on the side of the watch twice, producing a blade that popped up from the bottom side.

      “This blade is made of one of the strongest existing metals and will cut through almost everything. It is a useful little gadget if you are in trouble and need to cut your way through stuff.”

      “Getting in trouble is what I do,” I smiled, “and I can think of a couple of times when I would have killed to have a watch like this on me. Thank you very much; this is a great gift!”

      That shows you that you should never be hasty in judging people; or watches. Nevertheless, I wished the marker of that watch had paid just a tiny bit more attention to style. I mean, you can hide a blade in a beautiful watch just as easily. Being ugly is not a prerequisite.

      I enjoyed the party. I had never thought Susan would be as warm as she revealed herself at dinner; I had always considered her an efficient and cold-hearted woman, and I felt a little ashamed that I had been judgmental. You live and learn, though, and there was a lesson to be learned from it.

      I used the following week to relax on the beach and out of it, including super relaxing with Robbie. I had missed him; I particularly missed the times with him when he kept his mouth shut, and I thought he was learning to do it. We had agreed that I had his permission to read him when he gave me the sign. That avoided the need to say things we would regret either way and worked well for both of us because Robbie wasn't too articulate, and I hate sex talks. I wish I could explain to you how it feels to read someone when you both are at the peak of your emotions, whether those emotions are pleasure, tenderness, and yes, even annoyance; it's indescribable, but believe me, there is nothing like it.

      But as it happens with me all the time, resting too much makes me restless, and, for whatever reason, it was only a few days before I grew fidgety and irritable. When I realized that forced idleness was not for me, I decided to drop in on Susan. I found her drinking her eternal tea in her office.

      “Tessa, what a surprise,” Susan said, sounding anything but surprised.

      “I've had about enough of working on my tan,” I said, going straight to the point.

      Susan lifted an eyebrow, and I saw the shadow of a smile on her lips.

      “What would you like to do?”

      “I dunno. Anything. I can't understand why I am kept idle. Isn't there anything useful I could do? I'm itching for some action. I wouldn't mind going to Europe again to save someone from something. There must be a soul who needs rescuing somewhere.”

      Susan put down her teacup and suddenly looked very serious.

      “Sit down, Tessa,” she ordered, and for once, seeing the expression on her face, I complied without giving her any backchat. “What I'm about to tell you is for your ears only,” she continued. “We don't want to spread panic or even have people worry because of things they can do nothing about.”

      “Okay, now I'm freaking out. What is it?”

      “We received a forewarning that something dangerous is brewing. We don't know exactly what it is, but we are told it may severely impact our organization. We are waiting for additional information, but until we know what we are up against, we cannot afford to waste your talent on routine operations.”

      “Wow! Where does that information come from?”

      “It's not one source only. We hear murmurs from different sources, and so far, it has been difficult to pinpoint their origin and the exact nature of the threat.”

      “I understand. I'm sorry for bothering you with my petty problems. If there is anything I can do to help, you know I'm here.”

      “I know. If and when a serious problem arises, you'll be the first I will ask to help. But right now, all I can do is sit here, drink my tea, and try to understand through the gossip what we should expect to hit us. That's work, too, in case you think I'm doing nothing about it.”

      “I never thought that. I'll go now,” I said without looking Susan in the eyes because that was precisely what I had thought.

      I was abashed. The weight of the responsibility on Susan's shoulders had to be almost unbearable, and I was bothering her because I was bored. That gave me some perspective, and in the next couple of days, I spent time reading and contemplating instead of bitching that I needed distraction.

      I couldn't help being grouchy; it was that time of the month when I usually get the blues. Three days after my conversation with Susan, I went to dinner with Robbie, and he managed to get on my nerves just by being there. When dinner was over, he looked at me with puppy eyes (a turn-off in itself).

      “What's going on with you?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, shrugging it off.

      “It doesn't look like nothing to me. You can tell me if something's eating you.”

      “It's just that I got my usual after-mission blues. It'll pass eventually. I'm not sure what to do to get over it quickly.”

      “What about a night swim?” he asked.

      “I'm not in the mood,” I said. I regret saying it to this day.

      “Then come to my room and let me work on your mood,” he said hopefully.

      “I'm not in the mood for that either, and it's not the right day for it. I'm going to bed.”

      I got up and turned away without looking back. I knew I was being bitchy for no reason, but I couldn't help it. I do get a bout of bitchiness I cannot explain sometimes, and the most compassionate thing I can do for the rest of the world is to isolate myself until it passes.

      In my room, I turned on my TV and watched an old movie until I fell asleep. I must have slept for a couple of hours before a loud noise woke me up.

      My God, the alarm! I said to myself, feeling my heart beating in my throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      We had only had one fire drill since I got to the island, but there was no mistaking the sound of the bell with the racket it made. It gave no hint of what was happening and where the danger was, and no words were coming from the public announcement system. It was strange because, previously, it had kept spitting out instructions at a volume that even octogenarians could hear. When the alarm was activated, an announcement was supposed to play simultaneously, telling us what to do and directing us to a central meeting place. I hoped this was not a real fire emergency.

      I am trained well and always ready for any extreme event. My escape kit contains documents, fake ones, of course, and enough cash in dollars, euros, and pounds to get me by for a couple of weeks anywhere in the world. I kept it in a pouch bag in my top drawer, and the last addition to it was the watch Susan had given me. The assumption when putting together an escape kit is that once you leave your room, there would be no opportunity to go back for anything, so everything I needed to survive in any situation had to be there. Now was the time to keep it handy; wherever I went, it would come with me. During my basic training as an ESA, I learned to treat every drill as a real emergency. That's how you find out if you are doing anything wrong and fix it.

      I dressed quickly in my “escape attire” that hung ready in my closet—blue shorts and a light blue T-shirt—the colors that are the less conspicuous and help you get lost in a crowd if you need to—and blue felted shoes, which are comfortable and make virtually no noise when you walk. I was ready to leave my room and go to the designated meeting place at the beach, where we had flocked during the previous fire drill. There, I would finally find out why they sounded the alarm. My hand was on the doorknob, but a movement I caught with the corner of my eye through the window next to the door made me freeze. I dropped to one knee below window level, cautiously approached the window, and looked out. Outside my room stood a man in full combat gear. His uniform and helmet were black, and a silencer was attached to his assault rifle. Not good! I thought to myself, which turned out to be the understatement of the year.

      Did I ever tell you about the topography of the island? Because it was built as a vacation resort, in addition to three central buildings, several smaller buildings were scattered around the area, each consisting of three or four rooms. The one with my room was built on the side of a small hill, so you had to climb a short stairway to reach a long balcony outside it. There were three rooms in that building, but the two on both sides of mine were unoccupied, and that's why I liked mine. I very much prefer arrangements in which I don't have neighbors. They may be noisy as well as nosey, and besides, there are times during the day when I don't feel too chummy (notably before breakfast), and having neighbors drop in at those times was apt to be a source of friction.

      The man outside was leaning against the balcony rail and watching the room doors, probably waiting for someone to step out. Judging by the orientation of his gun, his intentions were less than friendly. I wasn't going anywhere before I knew what was going on, so I took a good look at the man to create the minimal connection I needed to jump into his head. You will remember that when I am in somebody's head, I can feel and hear everything he does, even before I take control of his brain and body. If the subject is near me and I can see him, I have no problem reading him. I only must know him first and establish a prior connection to his brain if I want to read him from afar.

      The first thing I heard when I got in was the radio shouting in his ear.

      “Bravo 17, Bravo 17, report status!” it bawled.

      “This is Bravo 17,” the man started to say, and I realized the time had come to take control.

      As you know, once I am in a subject’s head, I can take control of his brain, and in practice, I can run his body down to the tiniest muscle. I can override all the body systems and functions, and if I want, I can kill my subject simply by making him stop breathing. Whatever I want to do, the first step is to take control of the brain, and if I can afford the time, I like to learn a little about the subject before taking possession. This time I did it quickly, without spending too much effort in learning about him, and as soon as I got hold of his speech centers, I continued speaking into the mike built into his helmet.

      “This is Bravo 17,” I repeated. “Everything is clear at my end. I'm checking the rooms to make sure they're empty.”

      “All right,” said the voice in my ear—or rather, in the subject’s ear. “When you're done checking, come down to the main area. We are almost done, but we need some help sanitizing.”

      “Roger,” I said while a shiver ran down my spine. I didn't need a dictionary to understand what “sanitizing” meant. Whomever these people were, they weren't taking hostages. I didn't know how many were there, but I was sure there were many. I might be the last one left standing, and if I wanted to get away with my life, I had to be quick. I had switched to my “survival mode,” in which I let my training dictate my reactions while shutting out all emotions and anything else that does not contribute to my survival.

      I opened the door of my room and marched the man in. He didn't understand what was happening to him and was scared to death; too bad for him, I had no time and no patience for his fears. I even didn't bother finding out his name, and for reference, I decided to call him “Black Helmet.” Luckily there was enough moonlight, and I didn't have to turn on any lights. I stood him in the middle of the room and made him remove his clothes. I can't say I had a well-formulated plan in mind, but I knew that the first thing to do if I wanted to be able to move around freely was to dress up in this man's uniform so others would think I was one of them. I was in no mood to appreciate it, but I noticed that he was muscular and in great shape, and because of that, he was not only taller than I, but also his uniform looked baggy on me. Well, that was not the right time to worry about fashion or how good I looked in that black uniform; all that mattered was that, at least from a distance, I could be mistaken for one of them.

      I made him lie face down on the bed and then tied him up using strips I cut out of my bed sheets. Lastly, I filled his mouth with fabric and tied a ribbon around his face to ensure he couldn't spit it out and call for help. When that was done, I rolled him from the bed onto the floor so he would be hidden from view from the outside. Then I let go of his brain; I'd had enough of him and wanted to move on, but he started whining.

      “It would have been quicker to shoot you in the face,” I said, “I can still do that, so shut up, and don't tempt me.” That silenced him.

      In retrospect, I wonder why I didn't shoot him. His intentions were clear; obviously, he was there to shoot me, so why not return the courtesy? I guess I was too busy deciding what to do next to let my hatred for this person take control. Besides, up to that moment, I had only killed people I couldn't avoid killing, and shooting this one would have turned me into a different person. Still, knowing what I know now about what they did makes me slightly regret letting him live.

      I did a last check of the contents of my pouch, picked up his rifle, and left, locking the door behind me. I walked carefully down the steps to stay as much as possible in the shade. MARK’s base was disguised as a vacation resort with walls surrounding the entire perimeter except for the beach. To get out, I would have to climb those walls, which was not difficult as long as the invaders were not guarding them, and then walk five miles to reach the nearby village. The time was four in the morning, so I was in no hurry to get to the village while everybody was asleep, but I wanted to get away from that place as quickly as possible.

      The silence was uncanny; a full-scale military operation was underway, yet you couldn't hear a sound—no shooting, no shouts, nothing. I gazed at the silencer connected to the assault rifle I had taken from Black Helmet. I had seen one like that before; it was a piece of high-tech equipment only available to the government, which told me I was up against highly trained people not to be underestimated.

      I headed toward the edge of the property and the more isolated section where the gym building was, which had to be deserted at that time of night. I kept a reasonable distance from the building for good measure. Outside the gym stood another one of the black soldiers, and behind him, I saw someone lying on the ground. He or she was probably dead, but I couldn't see who it was. The soldier beckoned to me, but I made a noncommittal waving sign and sped on.

      All the while, I heard snippets of conversation on the radio confirming that this or that area was “clean” or “sanitized,” but the bastards only spoke very little, so I couldn't gather any valuable hint of who they were or who sent them there; that was undoubtedly professional work done by a highly-trained crew.

      I reached the wall and selected a section where the vegetation was thick enough to hide the combat gear I wouldn't take with me. I had worn the uniform above my minimalistic clothes, and only when I took it off, I realized how sweaty I was. My T-shirt was drenched, and I was thirsty for all the lost moisture. I had shoved my felted shoes in one of the uniform’s pockets, and replacing boots three sizes larger than mine with them was also a great relief.

      I reassured myself for the last time that the combat gear was well hidden in the vegetation, and then I climbed the wall without much effort and landed on the other side, next to the road leading to the village. For the first time since waking up, I had a moment to think about what had happened there. My thoughts went to my friends, and I realized that I had shut out all thoughts of them while in survival mode, just as I had been trained to do. When your only job is to stay alive, it all depends on entirely focusing on it and avoiding distractions. But now I could afford a few minutes to consider the situation and think about what to do, so I sat down on a large stone by the side of the road and opened my mind.

      I first tried to reach Susan. I had never tried to read her before, but I knew her so well that reaching her could not be a problem. As you may remember, getting into somebody's head is easy when you know them and what they look like, and you can think of them when you want to read them, even from a distance. But no matter how much I tried, I couldn't get through to Susan.

      I didn't want to try Robbie; I didn't want to know what it meant if I couldn't reach him either, but I had to. What if he was in danger and needed my help? What if there was something I could do for him? I had saved him once when we first met when the death squad was holding him, and perhaps I could do it again. I would do it with complete disregard for my own safety, and that realization startled me. I wouldn't do the same for everyone I knew, but there were some people for whom it was clear to me that I would put their safety above my own. Until then, I hadn't counted Robbie in that group. I opened my mind and searched for him. Unlike with Susan, I had been in Robbie's head a lot before and knew it intimately. I also knew how easy it was for me to reach him.

      I tried, tried, and tried, but there was only silence and emptiness.

      Yes, I was a fugitive, and I had to get moving before someone realized that I wasn't dead or found Black Helmet and came looking for me; but I needed to cry, if only for a minute, for Robbie, for Susan, for the others, and maybe, mainly for me. I took my face in my hands and let it out.
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      I reached the village before sunup. It is perched on the side of a hill and is a picturesque place that once was a fishermen’s village. Almost all the houses are ancient, and the streets between them are often not broad enough for two people to walk side by side. I took one of the streets leading to the hilltop. I remembered noticing a touristic observation point there the first time I visited the village. If my memory served me right, which it always does because it is photographic and never fails me, it was equipped with a telescope fixed to a platform that afforded an expansive view of the island, its port, and MARK’s resort. I remember Susan saying that we always needed to keep up the appearance of an actual holiday resort because tourists may be looking at us from the observation point. On the other side of the island, you'll find another holiday resort, a real one this time, and real tourists staying there tour the island every now and then, although there isn't much to see, which makes that observation point an attraction. I remember asking Susan why we wouldn't go up at night and steal or break the telescope since it would probably never be replaced, judging by the speed with which things happened on that island. I don't remember what Susan's answer was. As to the telescope, I had never used it and hoped it was powerful enough for my needs.

      To use the telescope, you were supposed to insert a coin, which I didn't have (I took a mental note for the future to include coins in my escape kit), so it took me a little while to find out how to break the lock that kept it fixed looking at the sky. I found a short metallic wire with which I tried to tinker with the mechanism that detected coins, but no joy. I then decided to use brute force and hit the lock with a big stone. I hit my fingers a couple of times in the process, but eventually, the lock broke and rotated the telescope, pointing it toward MARK’s headquarters. I saw no movement for a while, but then a man and woman in civilian clothes came out of one of the rooms. They went and sat on the restaurant's veranda to drink coffee. Someone I would have sworn was a waiter, had I not known differently, came out and appeared to take their order. He then returned with a loaded tray. We were up against thorough bastards.

      I would have expected whomever that crew was to do a quick and clean job of it. If they killed everybody, reason had it that they would be in and out quickly and disappear before anybody noticed they had even been there. Instead, there they were, behaving like couples on vacation. It didn't make sense ... until it did; surely the plan was to wait for other telepaths to
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
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