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      I opened my eyes and saw Joseph gazing down at me. I was a bit groggy after lying to bake in the sun for the past hour and resented the interruption. It was a mere week since I had returned from my Florida mission. Taking down Flavius Krantz had been the toughest job I had ever undertaken, and I deserved some rest. You remember Krantz, right? The billionaire who co-funded the rogue organization bent on killing all telepaths—although sometimes it felt like the whole organization’s mission was killing me. I told you about Krantz and that mission, and you will agree that I’d had more than my fair share of adventure. Anyway, one week on the beach wasn’t nearly enough to recover from all the commotion.

      I shaded my eyes with my hand and gazed back at Jacob without speaking. I couldn’t ignore him, but I wasn’t going to encourage him either. I liked him, though; he had been good to me since the day I had arrived at the island, and I didn’t want to be rude to him. Well, not ruder than I had to be, anyway.

      What island, do you ask? Really! The island that functioned as the operational basis for the organization bent on saving telepaths and assorted weirdos from the likes of Krantz and his minions. You know what island I’m talking about.

      “Susan wants to see you,” he said at last when he saw that I wasn't going to acknowledge his presence.

      “Well, I don’t want to see her—not right now, anyway. Tell her perhaps in a couple of days,” I answered and closed my eyes again.

      “She’ll meet you in her office in half an hour,” Jacob concluded with a smile and left.

      I sat up and huffed, which had little effect because Jacob was no longer there. Since Susan was the Head of Operations at MARK—which is short for Mission Ark, if you have forgotten—the summons meant she had something she wanted me to do. Knowing her, I was sure it was something dangerous and unpleasant, which I could refuse to undertake, but I wouldn’t because I’m mule-headed and hate to be seen as one who skirts danger. I got up, pulled after me the towel on which I had lain, found my sandals, and started walking pensively towards my room.

      If that was what Susan wanted to see me about, a mission would have at least the advantage of taking me away from the island. Right then, I welcomed an opportunity to put a few hundred miles between Robbie and me. You remember Robbie—the hot boy I had saved from the grip of the murder squad on my way to MARK’s island, the one who can levitate objects as long as they are small and light. Yeah, that’s the one. Before leaving for my Florida mission, we had had a good time together, and then he had joined me in Florida and even helped a little, and since returning, we had had some more fun.

      But he had gotten it into his head that we were more than just friends with benefits, and that’s why I needed to get away from him. Two nights before, he had come out in the open with it and professed his eternal and undying love. It hadn’t ended well. I had told him—maybe a little too bluntly—that whatever he had in mind would never happen.

      It’s not that I don’t like Robbie, I do, but I can’t afford to get too attached to anybody. Not while I do what I do and may get killed on a mission for MARK. I have had my share of heartache and have let my guard down around people I loved; that happened not too long ago, and the wound was still sore. I try to learn from my experience; I am convinced that getting romantically involved is an excellent way to get myself killed, and I have this aversion to dying, so I am careful to keep things on the light side.

      Anyway, Robbie hadn’t taken it well, and his attempts to show me how much he loved me had forced me to get into his head, take control of his body, bring him down to his knees, and freeze his speech so he would shut up and listen. It really irked me that I had to use my powers for something that mundane. Also, maybe I spoke a tad too strongly because I was annoyed. As soon as I finished talking, I unfroze him; he got up, turned away, and left without a word. I realize that I probably wounded his pride, and I’m sorry about it, but he brought it upon himself. I had seen him around a couple of times since, and we had avoided each other pointedly, which was north of embarrassing.

      It riled me. As I said, I had never used my powers for personal purposes before. Getting into someone else’s brain and taking over its management is reserved for enemies. I never even read my friends’ minds without their permission, but this time Robbie had left me no choice, and I was mad at him for forcing me to do something that made me feel shitty. Well, the Tessa-Robbie chapter was closed, and I would feel better knowing that I wouldn’t bump into him, at least for a while; on that tiny island running into each other was unavoidable, so a mission away was probably a Godsent.

      From the beach, I went straight to my room and into the shower. That’s where I find it easier to think straight and relax. As I let the warm water caress and soothe my body, I wondered what Susan had in store for me; she was probably ready to tackle another “investor,” as the people who fund the anti-telepaths murder squad call themselves. I had no objection to that, particularly after seeing first-hand how dirty and diseased Krantz’s mind was, but I could have used a few more days of rest before embarking on a new mission.

      Feeling refreshed from the shower, I walked to Susan’s office, making sure to be late. Don’t get me wrong, I like to be punctual and usually am—just not when I am ordered to be. Being late is my way of telling the high brass that they don’t own me.

      Susan was waiting for me. She was too smart to start our conversation with reproach for my lateness. Instead, she welcomed me with a smile and offered me a lemonade. Sneaky.

      “So, Tessa,” she said, “how does it feel to be back? Are you getting enough rest? You deserve it after Florida.”

      “I’m doing okay, thank you,” I responded, eyeing her with suspicion. It wasn’t like Susan to beat about the bush so much.

      “I’m sure you are already starting to itch to do something; I don’t think you like to be idle for too long.”

      “As a matter of fact, I’m rather enjoying it. Maybe in a month or two, I’ll feel differently.”

      I saw in Susan’s eyes that she understood I was teasing her. She knew me too well to believe I was serious, but she decided to play along.

      “Good, good. Then we may ask you to work a few shifts in the control room, down in the basement, just so you don’t get bored. Which days would be best for you?”

      The control room is a large, stuffy, windowless room with large screens on the walls that show the location of relocated telepaths—the “recycled ones,” as we call them—and the potential dangers of their discovery by bad actors. The MARK system operates an artificial intelligence program that evaluates those dangers, but don’t ask me how it works ‘cause I don’t speak Nerdish. Anyway, it allows alerting them and extracting them from wherever they are hiding before it’s too late. It sounds exciting, but it isn’t; nothing happens there for weeks and months, and the people who do shifts in the control room have nothing to do besides stare at the screens for hours and get fat eating cookies. In short, my worst nightmare.

      “You know I can’t do shifts; I’d rather shoot myself in the head,” I protested.

      “Oh, okay. There is another option if you prefer it. It involves traveling again.”

      “Yes! Traveling where to? Florida again?”

      “Not really. Scotland.”

      We were seated at the small garden table Susan keeps in her office to have tea on, and I leaned forward to ensure I was hearing correctly.

      “Did you say Scotland?” I asked incredulously.

      “I did.”

      The only time I took a trip to Europe was to Switzerland, where I almost got myself killed, but I did enjoy seeing a different place, and the idea of going to Europe again sounded appealing to me.

      “All right. I assume I’ll be going after another investor. Who is the creep this time?”

      “Oh, no. The investors are reorganizing right now. After Krantz's downfall, his network is in total disarray, and it’s not clear who will take his place and what our priorities should be, going after them. For the moment, we have put that effort on the back burner.”

      “I don’t understand. So, what … ?”

      “It’s time you learned a little more about MARK.”

      Well, I felt honored. It is a basic rule at MARK that the less you know, the better off the organization is. We, the operatives, are asked to risk our lives armed only with the minimal basic information needed for a specific job. We don’t even know all the other operatives and their abilities. When we meet socially on the island, we pretend we are on vacation at the resort that is the façade for MARK’s operation and never speak about our jobs or experiences. Getting used to acting the part was hard at first, but I understood the logic and learned to live with it.

      Another thing I learned, which went against my nature and instincts, is to keep my mouth shut and listen when something is being explained to me, and that’s what I did that time.
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      “I explained to you before,” Susan said, “that MARK can exist only thanks to a few wealthy people who support us. Some of them do it because they have a family member who is a telepath and is therefore in danger like we are, and others do it for idealistic reasons only.”

      “Yes, you did explain that to me when we first met, but you never told me who those supporters are.”

      “The identity of the supporters is the best-kept secret throughout the organization. Only two people know who they are, and even they don’t know why each person supports MARK.”

      “And you are one of those two persons,” I concluded.

      “No, I am not. Like you, I don’t know their identity and don’t need to.”

      “Wow! I thought you were pretty high up in the ranks.”

      “I am, but I can do my job without that information, so I don’t have it. What you don’t know can’t harm MARK, remember?”

      “I do. So, why are you telling me this?”

      “Because one of those supporters finds himself in need of our help. For once, his identity was revealed to me, and I will reveal it to you. He asked for our best operative to help him, and that would be you.”

      “I’m flattered, but how do you know I’m the right person for this job, whatever that is?”

      “Knowing that is my job.”

      I nodded and kept my mouth shut to let her continue.

      “So, this is the story,” she went on. “As you can imagine, Mr. Angus McIntosh is very wealthy since he funds us, which involves dishing out no small change. He owns property worldwide and entertains his extended family and guests at his ancestor’s home in the Scottish Highlands every summer. It’s not an actual castle but is the closest thing to it with tens of rooms and, they say, a residing ghost.”

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” I said. I didn’t, but the idea still gave me a shiver, so I had to say that out loud.

      “Good for you. Now listen and don’t interrupt. This is a copy of a message that McIntosh found written in chalk on his study’s desk.”

      She handed it to me, and I read it twice. It said, “After the next moon, someone dear to you will pay with their life, freaks lover!”

      “This may mean many things; it could mean that someone will be killed in Africa or on the moon,” I pointed out.

      “First of all, it means that it has to do with us. We are the freaks in question. Second, his whole family is staying with him for the summer, and that’s everybody he cares about. Third, the note must have been left by someone in the house or an outsider who somehow got access to the study, probably a guest. McIntosh is truly scared and doesn’t know what to do. Sending everybody away would be unprecedented and wouldn’t guarantee anybody’s safety. He was at his wits’ end until he thought to seek our help.”

      “And what am I supposed to do?”

      “You’ll go and stay at the house and find out who is planning to harm somebody else. Then, you’ll either stop him or work with McIntosh to do it.”

      “Oh, is that all? A piece of cake. Anything else?” I said, speaking sarcastically.

      “That’s the gist of it,” Susan answered. Sarcasm is lost on some people.

      “And how am I to present myself at the house without arousing suspicion?”

      “That’s easy. McIntosh’s late wife was American. You are his late wife’s niece, Irene Wallace, and were invited there for the summer to meet your extended family.”

      “But not Irene, please!” I pleaded with her. “Any other name, but not that!”

      “Sorry, McIntosh’s wife had a real niece of that name, but she and her sister were not on speaking terms, so her sister and her daughter were never invited to Scotland by the McIntoshes. If anyone decides to investigate, you’ll check out, so Irene Wallace it is.”

      “I’m not going,” I insisted.

      “Don’t be childish!”

      “Oh, all right, but I’ll be known as Reenie. You tell McIntosh that.”

      “I can do that. Now, this is your brief, with information on the people staying at the house. You must study it here and shouldn’t take it out of my office. When you’re done, just drop it on the table,” she added.

      “Hmm,” I said, pursing my lips to make it clear that I wasn’t happy about this assignment.

      “And if you get hungry, the tray on that table has excellent sandwiches freshly made just for you. I’ll talk to you later,” she concluded and left.

      She hadn’t said when I would be leaving nor what other arrangements were being made to improve my cover story. It didn’t feel right, so I attacked the sandwiches first. They were pretty tasty.
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      I didn't have to read the entire dossier to understand that I had been chosen for Mission Impossible. Besides McIntosh himself, the house was infested by an incredible assortment of people; those included family members of all kinds, as well as permanent guests,  occasional guests, house staff, and a couple of dogs who were the only ones I felt like writing off my list of potential murderers. I dropped the dossier on the table as instructed and added a sticky note on top of it, on which I drew a sad emoji.

      I think better when I walk, so I took a long walk along the shoreline. This time, however, walking didn't help, and by the time I returned, I had acquired no more clarity than when I had started. Moreover, walking by the sea always gives me an appetite, so I took the steps up from the shore to the restaurant’s veranda, where they served great snacks. The first thing I saw as I reached the top of the stairs was Robbie sitting all by himself at a table, gazing sadly into the infinite—in other words, the last person I wanted to see. With a sigh, I turned right, giving up my hopes for a snack. Scotland had just become much more appealing.
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      “When do I leave?”

      Susan had summoned me again, and there were still sandwiches on the tray, so I helped myself while she spoke.

      “You seem eager to start.” Susan gazed at me with mild surprise.

      “Not really. The assignment stinks, and I don’t see what I can do to prevent anybody from being murdered there, but it’s nice for a change that it is not me someone is planning to off. Plus, I’ve never been to Scotland and don't mind taking a vacation from the island.”

      “I wish you’d take this assignment seriously, Tessa. MARK cannot afford to lose McIntosh’s financial support, which we stand to lose if he or someone he cares about is killed.”

      “I’ll take it seriously; you don’t have to worry about that, but preventing trouble is not my strong suit; I’m much better at dealing with trouble once it happens.”

      Susan gazed at me stone-faced, and for a moment, I thought she would ream me out for being frivolous, but then her face softened, and her expression became concerned. That was when I understood that the situation was truly serious.

      “I’m counting on you … MARK is counting on you,” she said with emphasis. “You are not just a pretty face; you have a big brain on top of it, and we expect you to use it—of course, in addition to your other gifts.”

      “Well, thanks for acknowledging that I’m pretty; for the rest, I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all we can ask. Now, let's go through your travel plans.”
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      According to MARK’s experts, Scotland was not a danger zone for me, so I didn't have to disguise myself. That was a relief because I'd had to dye my hair blonde and wear contact lenses that turned my eyes blue for my Florida mission. Although I kind of liked the result, aesthetically, I mean, I didn’t feel like it was me in my skin; my natural light brown hair and green eyes are more in harmony with my honey gold complexion (that’s how a dear friend of mine called it once); I’m uncomfortable when I need to change colors. Since leaving for Florida, I had let my hair grow a little longer than my usual tomboyish haircut (but made sure that my current one was still low-maintenance) and decided to keep it that way for this mission.

      I had a very long trip ahead of me, first with a flight to London and then to Inverness. A man I had never seen before came in while I spoke with Susan between bites of sandwiches and took my picture. He said my fake passport, driver’s license, and credit card would be ready in the morning. The documents MARK provided for my missions were always forged to perfection, so I took that for granted as before.

      Now that I was about to leave, I felt a little restless. It was true that Robbie was the reason for my eagerness to get away, but the image of him sitting alone and thoroughly miserable had stuck with me all day. I am well known for being impulsive and making stupid decisions, so to be in character, I went to look for him. I found him sitting outside his room, brooding. When he saw me, he jumped up.

      “Tessa …” he said, speaking hesitantly.

      “I … I’m going away tomorrow for a mission, and I didn't want to leave things like that and go without saying goodbye. So, goodbye,” I said, after a brief pause, and made a half-hearted turning-away motion.

      “Wait!” Robbie almost cried. “I wanted⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      I didn’t know why I had ceded to the impulse to see Robbie, and I already regretted coming. I didn't know what to say next. Robbie, apparently, didn’t know either.

      “Can we talk?” he pleaded at last.

      I got closer and touched his arm.

      “Let’s not,” I said. “Let’s just sit here without talking. When we talk, we only ruin things; let’s cuddle in silence. Can you do that?”

      Robbie nodded, put his arm around my shoulders, and pulled me to him. He was warm and felt safe and comfy.

      Damn! I said to myself, I am playing with him again. I should go.

      But I wasn’t going to leave. I wondered how long I would resist the impulse to kiss him. Seconds or minutes? I am weak that way, but minutes it was. Not many, though.
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      The flight to Heathrow Airport was a comfortable one. As appropriate for the niece of a billionaire, I was flying business, and British Airways went out of its way to make it a memorable experience. If you add to that the fact that I can sleep at will virtually everywhere and at any time, the trip passed in a flash. I had a couple of hours before my connection to Inverness was scheduled to leave, and I used the time to explore the terminal.

      The flight to Inverness was not as comfortable, but it was short. Getting my luggage took almost as long as the flight, though, and at one point, I almost gave up on it after the conveyor belt stopped spitting out bags for a while and just turned around empty, creaking unpromisingly before finally releasing my bags.

      Just outside the baggage area stood a man holding a big sign that read, “Ms. Irene Wallace.” I approached him.

      “Miss Wallace?” he inquired.

      “You got that right,” I admitted.

      “I am James, the estate’s driver. Welcome to Inverness. Please follow me.”

      He took my bags, and I followed him. He dropped them beside a silver Rolls-Royce that stood all by itself in the parking lot, as if it recoiled from parking too close to plebeian vehicles, and opened the door for me. So much for not drawing attention to myself, I thought. Avoiding being conspicuous was the first commandment I had learned in basic training, but in this case, noblesse obliged. One minute later, the car rolled silently away from the airport.

      I was tired. It had been a long trip; I was jetlagged and had a hard time keeping my eyes open. The trip was smooth at first until we passed through the village of Beauly, recognizable by a big sign that said so, but after that, we turned on a road that didn't look broad enough for the Rolls-Royce to drive through, let alone for two cars to pass. Luckily, we didn't meet any other vehicle, and after a while, I relaxed and dozed off. There was nothing interesting along the road to keep me awake, and the driver kept mercifully silent.

      We drove on that road for about 20 minutes, and I opened my eyes when the car tires went over gravel, making a grinding noise. The Rolls-Royce stopped before the entrance to a grand building, and the driver said, “Welcome to McIntosh House,” and then blew his horn.

      The front door opened, and a round-bellied man approached, followed by a young woman. The man was dressed in a livery (I believe that’s what the costume is called), and the young woman looked like a chambermaid right out of an 1800 picture. I stepped out of the car, wondering If I hadn't been taken back in time by some alien machine (I’ve had weird machines doing unreal things to me before). I stood beside the car, gazing at the pair—not to say, gaping.

      “Welcome, Miss Wallace. I am Higgins, the butler. I am at your service for anything you might need. Hannah will take you to your room and see to your needs.”

      A butler, I mean! A real British one, this time, not like that phony Brewster that Krantz kept in Florida, who was a two-cent actor from Brooklyn. Amazing! He was in his late fifties, balding and stocky, but somehow managed to look dignified and intimidating. I had to remind myself that he was a servant, not the master of the house because he looked and acted like a dignitary.

      And the maid … I couldn’t recall seeing anybody walk around wearing an apron like hers. Even assuming that the apron made sense, did she really have to wear a headband, too? She was young and not altogether ugly, at least what you could see of her under those clothes, and if you didn’t mind the rosy cheeks and the straw-like hair. She was thin and had an air of efficiency around her.

      “If you will follow me, miss …” she said without gazing straight at me. She didn’t wait for an answer and turned toward the house, walking composedly under the butler’s vigilant eye.

      “I'll bring your luggage in, miss,” said the driver.

      I followed the maid through the main door and an elegant foyer that led to a majestic staircase. There, she stopped for a second to make sure that I was following, and then she took me to the first floor and along a long, dark corridor. The single window at the end of the hall let in some daylight but seemed to do it reluctantly, and the atmosphere was one of gloom. It brought to my mind a scene from a horror movie I had seen in which the guests were murdered at every turn. I shook the thought away.

      We walked past a few doors until we reached the end of the hall, where she opened a door for me and gestured for me to walk in.

      “This is one of the best rooms in the house, miss, with an adjacent bath. Most rooms don't have one. Here,” she said, opening the bathroom door and turning on a light. “If you need anything, please pull this,” she added, pointing to a velvet cord that hung from the ceiling. “It will ring downstairs, and someone will come for you. I hope you enjoy your stay,” she concluded and turned to leave.

      “Wait!” I almost yelled. “What happens next? This is my first visit here, and I don't know when I’m supposed to be someplace and where.”

      “Dinner is at seven, miss; you will hear the gong at 6:50. I will come up at 6:30 to help you dress for dinner.”

      “I can dress by myself; you don't need to bother. I’ve done it since I was four. Just tell me where the dining room is.”

      She gave me a long, pensive look, and I could almost read what was going on in her head without actually reading her. I guess that regular guests here liked to be pampered, and turning down her offer to help me with my dress was weird to her and perhaps even offensive.

      “It is on the ground floor. You turn right at the bottom of the stairs and go straight until you reach it. But it's no trouble at all for me to come and help you …” she added hopefully.

      “Well, thanks. I will ring if I change my mind.”

      She left with pursed lips, and I looked around. The room was richly furnished, the bed was huge, which is how I like beds to be, and the bathroom was opulent, all Italian marble and gold-plated faucets. It was also well-stocked with towels and amenities. The only complaint I had, if I was allowed one, was with the rather oppressive atmosphere in the room and the part of the house I had already seen. Whoever designed that building had an apparent dislike of daylight. Hitchcock could have filmed a movie there, no questions asked.

      The room had French windows leading to a small balcony that looked into a garden below that, from above, seemed very pretty. I took a mental note to go and explore it at the first opportunity.

      The dossier I had read back on the island, the one Susan didn’t let me take out, contained a lot of information on etiquette, what I was expected to do
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