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Prologue

 


South Miami Hospital: Information desk,
this is Carol. How may I help you?

Steve Pearson: Hi Carol, this is Steve
Pearson again, reporter for the Brass City Bulletin in Waterbury,
Connecticut.

Carol: Hello again.

Steve: Any info on those John Does
yet?

Carol: Yes, I checked for you this
morning. We admitted six and five are deceased. One was later
identified, treated and released. Two of the five deceased also
have now been identified.

Steve: And of the three John Does you’ve
identified, were any of them named William Osborne … or Bill
Oz?

Carol: No.

Steve: Were any of them treated by the
visiting Dr. Peter van Wooten?

Carol: Let me look that up for you.

Steve: Thanks.

Carol: Yes, the one who was treated and
released. His name is Howard Felcher.

Steve: Huh. Any other info about Mr.
Felcher?

Carol: Age 39. That’s all I can give you,
but there’s not much more here anyway.

Steve: Is that unusual?

Carol: Yes, but he did start out as a
John Doe.

Steve: Nothing about who might’ve picked
him up … or if he left on his own?

Carol: No, I’m sorry.

Steve: And Dr. van Wooten still never
returned?

Carol: I’ll check again.

Steve: Thanks.

Carol: No. He was just here for that week
after Hurricane Felicia. … Any luck finding the other people you
said were missing?

Steve: No.

Carol: That’s terrible.

Steve: Can I just ask you again about
Nicole Janicek’s unauthorized discharge on the night she
disappeared?

Carol: You can try.

Steve: Your hospital doesn’t have a
policy where you would report that discharge to authorities or, I
don’t know, go and try to reclaim that person, does it?

Carol: Only if the person is a threat to
himself, herself or others. Then we would report that to the
police.

Steve: OK. Thanks for your help,
Carol.

Carol: I wish I could do more.

Steve: I know the feeling.

Carol: No leads at all?

Steve: The ones I had seem to grow colder
by the day.












PART 1






CHAPTER 1: DYER
SITUATION

Nikki Janicek

January 1, 2020

Off the coast of South Africa, near Dyer
Island






The sea gulls taunted me with their freedom.

They had it and I didn’t. And they could fly
anywhere, but no, they had to show off, shrieking at me as they
cruised alongside the boat.

After months of indoor isolation and captivity,
I suppose I should’ve been rejoicing at this “reward” of fresh,
saltwater air; a new start and new training for the new year. But
the sun that I hadn’t seen or felt in so long was a no-show, masked
by thick, dark-gray clouds; the air was stained with the stench of
fish guts, and my own guts were roiling from sea sickness.

To add insult to indignity, a sea hag kept
heckling me from the rear of the boat in German, Dutch or whatever
the hell it was.

My only consolation was Roy, the biggest and
blackest of my abductors, looked even more nauseous than I did. He
sat on the bench a few feet to my left and held his breakfast back
with a massive hand over his mouth.

That’s when the mystery captain, driving the
boat behind tinted glass on the upper deck, suddenly cut the
engine, leaving us to pitch and roll in lazy, 6- to 8-foot swells.
The torturous motion immediately forced me to get up and stagger to
the rail. I might have fought it back, but the sound of Roy hurling
over the opposite rail was too much. Out it came, pouring into the
sea below.

Happy Effing New Year.

And not one drink the night before to make it
remotely worth it.

Then the short, stocky sea hag approached me
with a big gray scooper in her hand and a prankster smile on her
weather-beaten face.

“To settle the stomach, ja,” she attempted in
gruff English.

She showed me the fish head and cackled. I
seized up and wretched the rest of my innards overboard.

Before I could regroup enough to curse her out,
she was already back at the stern stirring her revolting cauldron
of dead fish.

I just flipped her off with zero satisfaction,
turned around and headed for the bow. The island was in front of
us, its hilly outline barely visible in the haze. Yes, it was
summer here, on the underside of the world. Little did I know at
the time how far under I would go.

Could I jump off and swim fast enough to escape
a speed boat? Definitely not. Even if I just swam normally without
fear of being caught, would I reach the island before hypothermia
set in? Not likely. They had warned me the water was cold, even in
the summer, due to the Antarctic currents. And all they had given
me to wear was a skimpy, two-piece turquoise bikini. There were no
wetsuits in sight.

Was there anyone even on that island who could
help me? And if my father couldn’t help me escape from The Bridge,
who could?

Tears stung my eyes just as I instinctively felt
someone else’s eyes on me. I turned to look up at the second deck
and there he was: Dr. Peter van Wooten, smiling down at me. The
rage took a second to fully engulf me, but then came his
predictable wink, setting me off like a bomb.

“You!!! Where’s my father?! What did you do with
Bill?! Where’s Adam and Max?! Why are you driving me around on this
boat?!”

But he just kept smiling … and the next thing I
felt was a hard shove from behind, and nothing hard beneath my bare
feet.

The sea hag had bull-rushed me overboard, her
laughs suddenly silenced when I belly-flopped into the ocean. I
quickly got my mouth above water and screamed from the pain, not
from my collarbone — that had fully healed since Hurricane Felicia
— but because that’s how frigid the water felt.

As I forced my shocked limbs to swim back toward
the bow, the engine kicked on and the boat whipped around. It began
moving away from me, so now I was chasing the stern. Peter had
climbed down the rear ladder and joined the hag, both clearly
amused by my predicament.

With no wetsuit, I knew I wouldn’t last long in
this water before hypothermia set in. The island was too far away.
I had to catch the boat, no matter how much it killed me to
swim toward these assholes.

My lungs and body ached as I churned after the
boat as fast as I could. Again the sea gulls taunted me, trailing
the boat with ease and hovering around a big blue barrel next to
the hag. That’s when she began reaching into the cauldron with her
scooper and dumping the fish heads/guts into the water in front of
me.

I slowed down for a second, repelled by the
hideous smell, the gruesome chunks all around me and the terrible
thoughts knifing through my brain.

“Fucking shark week!” I shouted, tredding the
icy water and shooting Peter evil-yet-futile looks as the sea
tossed me up and down.

He had a megaphone and directed it toward me,
some 20 feet behind the slow-moving boat.

“Maybe now you’ll listen to my mother,” he said
with a laugh, while wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “She can
still kick some ass.”

She smiled, nodded and poured more shark bait
into the sea.

“Nothing like starting the new decade off with a
nice, brisk swim, eh Nikki?” Peter ribbed me. “But I’d advise you
to pick up your pace and get back on deck as soon as possible.”

I swore at him through gulps of water, gagging
and crashing through the waves as I resumed my ragged and desperate
pursuit of the boat.

Then I heard the hag cry out. “Shark!!!”

She didn't need a megaphone. I heard her well
enough for the paralyzing chill to rip through me. And I’m sure she
was only too happy to shriek that word in my language.

My response was to scream like a banshee until I
realized maybe I better not draw any more attention to myself
beyond my flailing and splashing.

Then my drenched eyes locked on the massive gray
fin and I froze in the water, my teeth chattering as a wave washed
over me.

The fin disappeared just as quickly, swerving
around the front of the boat, so I surged forward again, but those
foreign idiots kept driving the boat away from me.

“I’m really going to die. A great-white shark is
going to have me for lunch,” I chattered to myself out loud,
perhaps somehow trying to jinx the inevitable.

That’s when the boat stopped, still 20 or so
feet away from me.

“Please … let me get back on!!” I shouted
at Peter, who just eyed my predicament with morbid anticipation,
like any fan of the movie, “Jaws.”

“Two sharks!!” the hag bellowed, pointing past
me.

Now I would be a chew toy for two competing
sharks, half of Nikki for each. I literally pissed into the sea and
closed my eyes. I refused to even look back.

“Save her!” Peter suddenly yelled into his
megaphone.

I faux-laughed, swallowed a rogue wave, choked
and then wanted to scream, “Oh, now you fucks decide to save
me, when it’s too fucking late!!”

But I never got the words out of my mouth for
two reasons.

One, I saw what I thought was Fin No. 1 again,
directly between me and the stern.

Two, a man in a hooded black wetsuit dove off
the second deck and splashed into the water to the right of the
boat.

He swam toward me and I rushed to meet him. He
whipped around in front of me and shouted, “Put your arms around my
neck!”

His voice sounded oddly familiar, but I didn’t
get a good look at his face. He was young. And strong. I clung to
his back through a wave and he swam us toward the boat.

“Thank you,” I yelled into his hooded ear as my
eyes darted left and right to see where the next fin would pop
up.

But my jaw dropped when he suddenly stopped in
mid-stroke and jerked me off his back, still a good 8 feet from
safety.

“What are you doing?!!” I screamed.

He grabbed me by the shoulders and looked me in
the eyes.

“No fucking way!” he shouted.

I shuddered.

“B-but h-how?” was all I could stutter before I
pushed away from his grasp and dove underneath the water. The cold
didn’t even bother me anymore. I just dove and dove, ready to die —
either by shark or lack of oxygen. I was done with this world.

However, the sight of a great-white shark under
water, maybe 15 feet away, made me change my mind in a frozen
heartbeat.

I shot back up to the surface and swam for the
stern with whatever energy I had left.

“Save her or we’ll leave you both to die!” I
heard Peter shout at Thomas “Lee” Harvey, his black hood bobbing in
the water. The boat had moved slightly further away from us while I
was under.

It was too late anyway. One of the sharks
circled us both on his menu, mercifully choosing Thomas as the
appetizer.

Yet Thomas refused to be lunch. When the shark’s
head came up toward him at an angle, he reared back with his right
arm and punched it hard near the eye. That caused the shark to
swerve sharply away from us, enough so that I exploded toward the
boat, thrashing violently until I reached the outstretched hand of
our tormenter, Peter.

“That a girl!” he had the gall to say as he
yanked me up with ease and placed my hypothermia-ruined body on the
lower deck. At least I was still in one piece, I marveled to
myself.

Peter tossed a warm blanket over my
quasi-corpse, and then shouted toward the water, “Great job, Tom!
There’s hope for you yet.”

“Fuck you!” Thomas shot back, refusing Peter’s
attempt to assist him as he got back on board.

“Hey, shut the hell up and get yo ass back up
here!” Roy shouted down from the top deck. “This ain’t some pussy
prison.”

“No shit, I just punched out a shark.”

“A baby shark, really,” Peter pointed out,
extending his arms as the boat dipped between waves. “Only about 3
meters long.”

Thomas shot him a homicidal stare, one I knew
well. Peter just smiled, daring him to take a swing. Roy descended
the ladder a few rungs and towered over both of them, but he
glowered at Thomas.

“OK thug. Get back up there … or take your shot
at a great black and see how that goes down,” Roy challenged
him.

“And I wouldn’t call Roy a baby,” Peter
quipped.

Thomas kept his mouth shut, started unzipping
his wetsuit and dripped his way up the ladder following Roy.
Thankfully, he never looked down at me, still a miserable heap on
the deck.

Peter, on the other hand, flashed me his best
anchor-man smile and, of course, a wink. I hissed and pulled the
blanket over my head.

Thomas “Lee” Harvey — who should still be in
prison on the other side of the world until 2039 for shooting me
and Adam Upton because we derailed his plot to shoot up our New
Hampshire high school — somehow had been reinserted into my
real-life nightmare. He also had stared down a great-white shark
and survived.

Looking at it another way, The Bridge had sprung
my would-be killer out of jail and tricked him into rescuing me so
they could apparently torture us both even more.

Perhaps succumbing as a chew toy for a “baby”
shark would have been a more merciful fate after all.
















NEARLY FIVE MONTHS EARLIER …







CHAPTER 2: HEAVEN AND HELL

Nikki
Janicek

August 11, 2019

Cape Town, South Africa






My eyes fluttered open and I did not trust
them.

Bill Oz loomed over me, a smile growing on his
weary face. Impossible. He’s dead. He drowned in Hurricane
Felicia.

Or am I dead … and reuniting with him on
the other side?

“Bill?”

“Yes,” he whispered, and then kissed me softly
on my dry lips.

I had to fight through numbness to feel his kiss
and to kiss him back, but tears flowed down my cheeks with
ease.

When I attempted to hug him, I immediately felt
the pain in my neck and collar bone, but Bill smothered me gingerly
to restrict my movement.

“How?” I rasped. “And … where are we?”

“It’s a long and horrible story. And … the S.S.
Cape Town,” he said, referring to one of the many secretive Bridge
centers around the world designed like a knock-off of the S.S.
Enterprise from Star Trek.

“What?!”

A flash of memory seared my brain and my
gut.

“Oh no, my father,” I gasped and shuddered,
trying to hold back the sobs.

Bill held me as tight as my pain threshold would
allow.

“What about him?” he asked.

“The police stopped him … in the middle of the
night,” I said. “Then he was gone. Someone else drove off with me
in the rental car. I couldn’t …”

I paused to cry for a moment, struggling with
the emotions of losing a father and regaining a boyfriend all at
the same time. Bill kept holding me.

“I was so useless,” I finally said. “I couldn’t
do anything to stop it.”

“Nik, I’m sorry. I wish I knew what happened to
you … and your father. I’m just so happy to see you again after
everything that happened in the storm.”

He kissed me again. I caressed his stubbly cheek
with the hand that I could lift.

“I thought you drowned after you jumped. Did you
find Max?” I asked.

He shook his head sadly. We both thought about
his abducted 6-year-old son. Then Virgil’s voice interrupted us
from somewhere beyond the bed where I lay.

“Jumped is the key word,” my immediate
supervisor with The Bridge said over an intercom. “You both jumped
from The Bridge and look how things turned out for you.”

I turned my head to the right and it killed, but
there he was, behind the glass, watching us.

“Has he been here the whole time?” I asked
Bill.

“No, but I’m sure they’ve been listening the
whole time.”

The door in the corner of the claustrophobic
room opened and was filled by Roy, my former bodyguard. He had
saved me from drowning in Miami after I’d jumped into the storm
surge in pursuit of Bill. Now he was in charge of making sure I’d
never flee The Bridge again.

His wild hair a mess as usual, Bill straightened
up and stared back at Roy, while Virgil resumed speaking to us from
behind the glass window.

“You both failed to live up to your commitments
to The Bridge despite the considerable trust and financial
resources we showered you with.”

“So now you lock us up on the other side of the
world?” Bill asked. “Where’s my son?! Where’s Nikki’s
dad?”

“And where’s Adam?” I added.

“These are all worthy questions,” Virgil
replied, his hawkish face gravely serious — nothing like the giddy,
half-drunk old man I remembered from the galas we used to attend
together. Of course, that was back when I was a rising star in his
eyes. “But I’m afraid the answers will be lacking, just as you two
have been lacking.”

I ignored Virgil and focused on Bill, marveling
that he was actually still alive. I rejoiced in that for a
moment.

“How did they get you?” I asked him.

“I got clobbered with something during the storm
as I swam,” he said. “Somehow I made it out of the deep water and
tried to walk, but I was too woozy. I passed out on the steps of a
church, I think. The next thing I remember was being in the
hospital. And the nurses kept calling me Howard.”

“Howard?” I chuckled.

“I tried to tell them, ‘No, I’m Bill,’ but they
just ignored me. Then one time I woke up and saw Dr. Peter, the
asshole, standing over me. He must’ve drugged me. Got me out of
there at some point. Flew me here somehow. Just like you.”

“After they stole me back from my dad,” I
added.

“Human trafficking via private jets,” Bill said
with a sneer, looking at Roy and then Virgil. “You guys are racking
up quite a list of international crimes.”

“Is making outrageous allegations really the
best way to show us some gratitude for even allowing this reunion?”
Virgil shot back with a hostile tone. “I guess that’s all the time
they’ll get, Roy.”

The big man had Bill in a headlock before he
knew what hit him. I screamed and Bill flailed, but he was gone and
the door slammed behind him in an instant.

At least he’s alive, I reminded myself.
Focus on that.

Eventually, the door opened again, and tall,
lanky Virgil soon stood over my broken body. He sighed and then
gave me a long, disappointed stare.

“So now what?” I finally asked him. “How do I
get my father back? Bill back? Adam and Max back?”

“You’ll honor your commitment to us and go to
Mars,” he said. “When that happens, your circle will be released,
or perhaps some of them will earn the opportunity to join you one
day.”

“That could take years and years … if it
ever happens at all!” I shouted at him, shaking from the rage now
consuming me.

Virgil remained calm, pissing me off even
more.

“On the contrary, you’ll have the opportunity to
go to Mars much sooner than our earlier projections.”

“What? More lies, lies, lies!”

“Truth, truth, truth!” he finally snapped.
“David will give you the details in time, but you’ve got a lot of
work to do to dig yourself out of the hole first. You were the one
who skipped out on me at the Fort Lauderdale airport. You were the
one who went to see Bill in defiance of David’s orders. You were
the one who attempted to rant against your own company during a
live TV report on the hurricane.”

“Effing seven-second delay,” I seethed. “The
truth always comes out, my ass. Not if The Bridge is there to zap
it! Assholes!”

“And it’s that attitude that will get you
nowhere but isolation,” Virgil pounced, his bony finger pointed
right at my face. “We had such high hopes for you, Nikki. We
unveiled you as a member of our first mission to Mars. That’s how
much faith we placed in you. But you turned out to be nothing but a
deserter.”

“And you guys turned out to be nothing but liars
and kidnappers, so who’s worse? You and David and Peter!” I
shouted. “Get out of my face!”

“Gladly,” he said. “You will be held here in
solitary confinement for the rest of this year. On January 1st,
after your body and hopefully your attitude have healed, your
training will begin. You’ll also meet your new partner on the Mars
mission. We’ve selected him for you since you were so incapable of
deciding before you jumped. However, if you complete the training
to our satisfaction, we may give you the option to choose from
other qualified candidates. Bill and Adam will have the opportunity
to train and be among those candidates.”

My jaw dropped open. Imprisonment. Mars. Bill
and Adam. The whole scenario ripped at my insides.

“What about my father?” I asked. “Where is he
right now? What did you do to him? And how did you track us down on
that highway in the middle of the night?”

“I won’t comment on operational matters, but
your father will be given a similar opportunity,” Virgil said. “So
far, I am not optimistic he will attempt to take advantage of
it.”

“Can you blame him? He’s got a wife and two
little girls at home wondering where the hell he is,” I said,
referring to Jamie, his second wife, who lives in North Carolina.
“It’s so fucking maddening that you hunted us down like that!”

“I didn’t,” he protested.

“You bribed the police to pull us over
then.”

“Police?” Virgil shook his head and seemed
amused. “Let’s just say not every flashing light in the night is
what it appears to be.”

Then I shook off the cobwebs and remembered
where I was.

“It must’ve been your X squad from the God
Complex. Is that where you’ve got me now? Did I finally make it out
of COM?” I asked, my bitter sarcasm intensifying with every
word.

The top “flying saucer” level of each Bridge
center is divided into the sections GOD, COM, PLE and X. I had
always been confined to performing useless public relations tasks
out of COM at the Bridge center in Waterbury, Connecticut. I also
once took part in a TV panel, anchored by Dr. Peter van Wooten,
about a potential Mars mission, and that show was taped right here
in the COM wing at Cape Town.

Virgil whined his response, drenched with fake
pity.

“Yes, but you’ve gone about it all wrong and now
look at you. A broken woman … confined to the tiniest room in the
GOD level … who has all but run out of chances. If Peter didn’t
like you so much, you’d be …”

I mock-laughed loud enough to cut him off.

“I don’t think I said anything funny,” he
snarled.

“Two things,” I hissed. “One, don’t ever lecture
me about right and wrong. Two, I’ve got a level for you:
R-I-F-H.”

He tried to say something and I cut him off
again.

“Rot In Fucking Hell!”

















CHAPTER 3: CALL CENTER

Adam
Upton

August 22, 2019

San Diego, California


The Bridge office phone rang at my desk. The
Waterbury line was blinking so I punched the button.

“The Bridge, Waterbury. How may I help you?” I
said, moving my sheet of prepared responses next to the phone.

“Hi, this is Steve Pearson of the Brass City
Bulletin. I’m trying to reach Nikki Janicek, director of
information,” the guy said.

I tried not to think about Nikki. I just looked
at my sheet and recited what it said to match the question, just as
I’d been told to do.

“I’m sorry, but Nikki has been transferred to a
different department. Can I help you with something?”

“With whom am I speaking?” the guy asked.

“Adam Upton, the temporary director of
information,” I said. I didn’t need to read that response.

“Adam Upton?”

“That’s me.”

“Your aunt, Donna Stanton, just told me you
disappeared after getting out of jail. You might want to give her a
call. She’s very worried about you. Are you really in
Waterbury?”

I had rehearsed this response, but I read it
just to make sure.

“I’m alive and well, working at a regional call
center for The Bridge. I just got promoted actually. Donna and I
had a bit of a falling out the last time we talked.”

“Really? She didn't seem to indicate that. She
said she thinks you and Nikki may have been abducted by The
Bridge.”

I moved my index finger down to the “accusations
of kidnapping” section of responses.

“My aunt worries a lot. Obviously I’m fine and
so is Nikki. We work for The Bridge.”

“Then where is she?”

“Nikki is undergoing special training,” I
read.

“For Mars. Right. Where?”

“At an undisclosed location,” I read.

“And Nikki’s father, Roger? He’s in training,
too, I suppose? Nikki’s mom says he just disappeared without a
trace. Hasn’t even called his second wife and twin girls in North
Carolina in over two weeks.”

I squinted closely at my sheet, reciting the
prepared response word for word.

“Nikki selected Roger to accompany her to Mars.
He also is in training at an undisclosed location, but he will
return home to North Carolina when the initial training phase
ends.”

“When will that be?” the guy asked.

“I cannot comment any further on operational
details.”

“How about this? Can you comment on the police
investigation into the disappearance of yourself, Max Osborne,
William Osborne, Nikki Janicek and Roger Janicek?”

“Well, obviously I haven’t disappeared,” I said,
forgetting to look at the sheet for a second.

“Where are you then? Can I interview you in
person?”

“I’m in California,” I said.

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Is someone holding a gun to your head by any
chance?” the guy asked. It didn’t sound like he was joking.

“No,” I said, though Virgil’s goons did do that
to me once, when they kidnapped Max and, because of my big mouth,
me, too.

Weirdly, the guy seemed to read my mind, asking
me about Max next.

“And where’s Max? A 6-year-old boy. His mother,
Shelly, just got seriously injured in a one-car crash down in
Florida, likely out of grief over his disappearance. Any comment on
his whereabouts?”

I moved my finger to the “Bill and Max” section
of the sheet.

“William is in training and Max is with him,” I
said. “They are both doing well and excited about what’s ahead for
them. Max is receiving the education of a lifetime.”

“Where is this undisclosed location of missing
souls training for a life of captivity on this planet or Mars?” the
guy asked.

“I cannot comment on operational details.”

“They’ve got you trained so well. Is Max even
aware of his mother’s car crash?”

I searched the sheet and found no answer for
that question. As instructed, I went back to the top and read what
it said.

“I don’t know the answer to that question, but
I’d be happy to find out and get back to you.”

“And who’ll write that response for you?” he
nagged.

That’s when I hung up. I didn’t want to fuck up
again.




CHAPTER 4: THE X FACTOR

Thomas “Lee”
Harvey

September 1, 2019

New Hampshire State Prison For Men


Only pity me cuz I didn’t go out in a tornado of
gunfire. Yet.

That’s the book that should’ve got told.
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