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      It’d been three months since Matthew Cain gave Director Conlin his final answer on rejoining the Specter outfit. He’d spent that time doing what he envisioned he would. Absolutely nothing. Though he was still having seizures regularly, they were a little more sporadic. Instead of almost daily seizures they’d whittled down to two or three a week. He put his personal appearance on the back burner as well. He grew his hair long with a matching beard that indicated he hadn’t shaved in a long time. Probably in three months. If he got any mail, he usually threw it out without even looking at it and he rarely even glanced at his phone. Sometimes if he heard it ringing, he just socked it away in a drawer to forget about it. His apartment was a mess, clothes all over the place, dirty dishes everywhere; cleanliness wasn’t something he was overly concerned with anymore. Cain only ventured out once or twice a week, and that usually was to get food or buy some groceries. He really didn’t care about his former life anymore. As far as he was concerned, he was done. But his former life wasn’t quite done with him.

      Director Conlin had called an emergency meeting that required the presence of his high-level assistants as well as several handlers, including Michelle Lawson. The meeting consisted of about fifteen people. The purpose was to discuss Ed Sanders and his former cohorts that used to run The Specter Project. They had gotten close to finding them at various points but every time ran into a dead end. Someone would just narrowly escape or throw them off their trail at what seemed like the last minute before they closed in. Everyone was seated, waiting for Conlin to appear, wondering what the gist of the meeting was about. It was rare for all of them to be in the same room at one time. Conlin came in a few minutes later, file folders in hand, and walked around the oval table to his spot.

      “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I don’t want to keep you too long from your duties so this won’t be a long meeting,” Conlin began. “The purpose of our meeting here today is to discuss these men,” he continued, the pictures of Sanders and his henchmen being shown on the board.

      “We’re doing the best we can to find them,” a handler stated.

      “I know you are. But with all due respect to your efforts, it’s not good enough,” Conlin calmly replied. “These just came in this morning,” he said, showing the pictures of three dead bodies to the group.

      “Who are they?” Lawson asked.

      “They are the bodies of agents who worked for us. Until now, we haven’t gotten that close to them. Not really. This shows how close we are. Unfortunately, it’s still not good enough. Three agents, all killed sometime yesterday. One in Italy, one in France, and one in Russia. We believe the perpetrators to be Booth in Italy, Proulx in France, and Collins in Russia.”

      “What about Sanders?”

      “We have no idea where he is. But we all know he’s still pulling the strings on these men.”

      “So, what’s the plan now?”

      “That’s what we’re here to discuss. We lost three men yesterday. I’m not about to lose any more. I believe we’ve been going about this the wrong way. We’ve been sending men all over the place following whatever leads we’ve had, none of which have really panned out.”

      “How else would we go about it?” Lawson asked.

      “Systematically concentrate on one target at a time. Once we find one, we’ll find the others.”

      “You’re saying to go up the food chain. Get the lower level guys first which will lead us up the food chain.”

      “Exactly. It’s unlikely we’ll find Sanders until we find the rest. It’s proving to be too difficult to get a handle on his location. Let’s start with the lower tier guys. Once we find Booth, he’ll lead us to Proulx, who’ll lead us to Collins, who’ll then lead us to Sanders. We have to start small and work our way up. Trying to get the top dogs first hasn’t yielded results yet. We have to try something different,” Conlin told the group.

      “So, who do we target first?”

      “Booth. We know he’s in Italy. I want this to be everyone’s top priority in this office. Track down every lead, every contact you have, even the most remote possibility. This agency will always have something hanging over its head until these men are eliminated. I want this to be the beginning of the end.”

      Conlin spent the next forty-five minutes presenting some of the leads they had for the group to brainstorm. It also gave them a starting point to focus their efforts on. There was still something else on his mind, though, that he wanted to discuss in private with Lawson. After the meeting adjourned, he asked Lawson to stick around a few extra minutes. The room cleared out until it was just the two of them.

      “I want your honest opinion,” Conlin started. “Do you think this’ll work?”

      “I do. With the right men tracking them down,” Lawson replied. “To be honest, even the best plan can only get us so far if it isn’t executed properly.”

      “What are you saying exactly?”

      “Even if we know exactly where each of these men are, we can’t send just anybody to capture or kill them. With these men, nothing will be as it seems. If we find them too easily, it’s because they want to be found. Once we get a lead on them, we have to send the very best we have.”

      “I agree. Which brings me to what I wanted to talk to you about,” Conlin said.

      “OK?” Lawson responded, having a good idea where he was going.

      “We need Cain back. He’s the most dangerous agent we have. Nobody is better qualified than him to do this. Nobody would have a bigger stake in this than him.”

      “Or he’s too personally involved to think clearly and wouldn’t be his normal self.”

      “I guess that’s always a risk when a mission becomes personal. But I think he’s too good to let that get in the way of doing his job.”

      “Even if that’s true, there’s still the problem of getting him to come back,” Lawson said.

      “You still keep in contact with him?” Conlin asked.

      “I’ve tried,” she told him, throwing her hands up. “I call him once a week but he never answers or returns my call. I send him a few texts too with no response. I’ve even gone to his apartment a few times, but he doesn’t answer the door. There’s no way to get to him.”

      “Well, he has to go out at some point, right?”

      “Well… yeah.”

      “Put someone on his apartment twenty-four hours a day. The moment Cain leaves I want us to be notified.”

      “I will.”

      “One more thing… what about his ex-girlfriend?”

      “Heather? What about her?”

      “Does he still talk to her?” Conlin asked.

      “No. I talk to her once or twice a week. They haven’t communicated since they broke up.”

      “Maybe it’s time we changed that.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s obviously not the same without her in his life. For whatever reason, that was his choice. If she walks back into his life, maybe he walks back into ours,” he reasoned.

      “You want us to play matchmaker?”

      He smiled. “In a word… yes.”

      “I didn’t think the United States government cared about their employee’s love life,” Lawson joked.

      “If that’s what it takes to get him back, we do. He needs to have meaning in his life. Right now, he has none. She can bring that. Is she still single?”

      “Yes. She is.”

      “You think she still loves him?” he asked.

      “She does.”

      “Good. Make it happen.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “One more thing, Shelly.”

      “Yes?”.

      “Eric Raines is wrapping up his mission within the next week or so.”

      “OK?”

      “That means he’ll be coming back here and working out of this office again.”

      “I’m not getting your meaning,” Lawson said.

      “I know you two have a history. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

      “I don’t see how it would be unless… are you assigning me to be his handler again?”

      “Any reason why I shouldn’t?” Conlin asked.

      “I’m sure there are other handlers equally as capable of having him,” Lawson objected.

      “I’m sure there are. But is there another handler who knows him better than you do? You know his strengths and weaknesses, and what he’s capable of better than anyone. Isn’t that true?”

      “Yeah. I guess it is,” she agreed reluctantly.

      “So, you can make it work?”

      “I have a feeling no matter what I say you’re going to assign him to me anyway.”

      “That’s pretty accurate.” He smiled. “I just figured I’d give you the courtesy of letting you know beforehand so you could prepare for it.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, faking a smile. “I’ll be as professional as I can be.”

      “I know you will.”

      Lawson got an agent to stake out Cain’s apartment to see if he went anywhere. The agent stayed on Cain for two weeks. Cain went grocery shopping on Mondays, Wednesday he went to the corner restaurant for breakfast, and Fridays he went to dinner at the same restaurant. He followed the same pattern each week. The following Wednesday, Lawson waited for Cain outside the restaurant so they could finally talk. She got there about five minutes before he usually arrived. Right on cue, Cain showed up a few minutes later and was taken to his usual table towards the rear. As he was looking at the menu, Lawson made her move. Cain had the menu in front of his face and never noticed his old handler walking toward him.

      “Hello, Matt,” Lawson said as she sat at his table.

      Cain lowered the menu slightly, just enough for his eyes to peer over it to see his acquaintance.

      “You know, if you wanna hide from people and not be found, you shouldn’t be predictable and go to the same places every week,” Lawson said.

      “So, you’ve been following me.”

      “Not me. But we’ve had someone keeping an eye on you.”

      “What are you doing here?” Cain asked.

      “Well, since you haven’t returned any of my calls or texts in the last three months, I figured it was time for us to chat.”

      “I think everything was said the last time we talked. Nothing has changed.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that. You’ve uh, changed a little,” she said, noting his appearance.

      “You haven’t. Still look as pretty as ever.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere with me. You know that.”

      “Just checking,” Cain said, still looking at the menu. “For the record, I’d recommend the French toast. It’s ridiculously good.”

      The waitress came by and took their order, Lawson taking Cain’s suggestion. Once she left, Lawson got down to business.

      “Can we talk about what you don’t want to talk about?” she asked.

      “Seems like you’ve already started. Anyway, I don’t suppose it’d do any good if I said no.”

      “It wouldn’t.”

      “So, what is it now?” Cain asked.

      “We need you.”

      “I’ll give you the same answer I did before. Not interested.”

      “Does this interest you?” Lawson asked, tossing pictures of the dead agents in front of him.

      “What are these?”

      “Dead Specter agents. They were killed by Sanders and his cronies.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Cain said sorrowfully.

      “Yeah, and they’ll probably be a few more in the coming weeks and months unless you come back and help us.”

      “Don’t put this on me.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry. But we need you.”

      “You have other agents who are capable.”

      “Not as dangerous as you,” Lawson replied.

      “Shelly, I respect and love you, you know that.”

      “I feel a but coming on.”

      “But with my condition you can’t expect me to be able to do the things I used to do,” Cain said.

      “I don’t. That’s why you’d have to get it fixed first.”

      “That’s not gonna happen.”

      Lawson could tell that the conversation was going nowhere again. But it was basically what she expected out of him. She didn’t think she’d just roll back into his life after a couple months and get him to change his mind.

      “I’m meeting Heather tomorrow for lunch,” she blurted out.

      “Oh? How’s she doing?”

      “As well as can be expected, I guess. Still dealing with a broken heart.”

      “She’ll be better off in the long run for it,” Cain said.

      “So you say.”

      A few seconds later Lawson faked a surprise look, spotting Heather walking towards their table.

      “Oh my gosh, look who it is,” Lawson said.

      “Who?” Cain asked, turning to look.

      “Gee, I hope I didn’t get my days and times mixed up. I could’ve sworn I said tomorrow. Hmm.”

      “I bet.” Cain sighed, looking down at the ground away from the table, hoping not to be recognized. “Wow. This doesn’t feel the least bit orchestrated.”

      “Hey, Shelly,” Heather said, not initially recognizing the shaggy-haired man with the long beard across from Lawson. She stood next to Cain without really looking at him.

      “Aren’t you two gonna say anything to each other?” Lawson asked.

      Heather looked confused as she was sure she didn’t know who the man was, at least not from the back. She looked down and was shocked at the face looking back at her, wearing a grin.

      “Hey,” Cain said.

      “Oh my God, Matt?” Heather asked, astonished at his appearance. “What happened to you? Have you been on a secret mission or something?”

      “Uh, something like that.”

      “Wow. I didn’t even recognize you.”

      “Yeah, that was kind of the idea.”

      “So… how are you?” Heather asked uncomfortably.

      “Great… and you?”

      “Very well, thank you.”

      “You look good,” Cain told her.

      “Thanks. Should we make this another time, Shelly? I don’t want to interrupt you two talking business,” Heather asked.

      “No, sit down,” Lawson said.

      “Yeah, it’s OK. I was just about to leave anyway,” Cain said.

      “You were?” Lawson asked.

      “Yeah. I have some business to attend to. Remember?” Cain replied, raising his eyebrows, hoping Lawson would play along.

      “Oh. Sure.”

      “It was nice to see you again,” he told Heather as he stood up.

      She smiled. “Yeah, you too.”

      “I’ll talk to you later,” Cain told Lawson as he turned to walk away.

      “Yes, you will,” she said, smiling back.

      Heather sat down, taking Cain’s seat as she put her purse on the ground next to the chair.

      “Well, that was certainly unexpected,” Heather noted.

      “I know. I got here a few minutes early and saw him sitting here.”

      “He doesn’t look well. Hope that wife of his is taking good care of him.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about today.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t ask you here just to have breakfast and catch up. Most of it is about him,” Lawson said.

      “Shelly, if he’s having problems at home or whatever, I really don’t think I should be getting involved. And I don’t want to,” Heather said.

      “He doesn’t have any problems at home.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is that he doesn’t still have you in his life and it’s killing him,” Lawson said.

      “I don’t understand,” Heather said, shaking her head. “That doesn’t really make any sense. Why would I be a problem for him?”

      “Because he still loves you.”

      “Please, Shelly, I assure you that he doesn’t. He made his decision a long time ago, and I respected and understood the choice he made. I don’t fault or blame him for it.”

      “There’s so much that you think you know that you don’t know,” Lawson said.

      “You know, I really don’t have time for this,” Heather said, standing up and pushing her chair out, ready to leave.

      “He’s dying, Heather.”

      Heather’s jaw dropped, and she froze, struggling to consume the information. She slowly sat back down, staring at Lawson, waiting for her to say more.

      “What did you say?” Heather asked, hoping she heard incorrectly.

      “Matt’s seizures have gotten worse.”

      “How bad?”

      “They’ve gone from one every couple of months to four or five a week,” Lawson said. “And some of them are lasting eight to ten hours at a time. And that’s just what I know. He hasn’t even talked to me in weeks so who knows how much worse they’ve gotten.”

      “Oh my God. So, what’s being done?”

      “Right now, nothing.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “It’s complicated,” Lawson said.

      “So, what can I do?” Heather sighed, obviously still in love with Cain, though she didn’t really want to get involved since he was with someone else.

      “He needs surgery to remove a blockage inside his brain. If he doesn’t get it, the doctors think he’ll eventually just have a seizure that he won’t wake up from.”

      “And he’s fighting having the surgery?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he feels he has nothing else to live for,” Lawson said.

      “He’s got a new life now with his wife again. I don’t understand why he’d feel that way.”

      “First, you need to know the truth about everything. Matt won’t like me for telling you this, but I think you need to know.”

      Heather’s eyes were focused directly on her friend and didn’t notice a single other person in the restaurant at that moment.

      “Matt never went back to his wife,” Lawson said.

      “What?” Heather asked, raising her eyebrows in disbelief.

      “It’s what he let you believe because it was easier that way.”

      “Easier in what way?”

      “Easier for you to distance yourself from him.”

      “Why would he do that?” Heather asked.

      “Well, I can’t say I know all the reasons, but I do know maybe the most important one.”

      “Which is?”

      “He believes that everyone close to him or helps him is eventually hurt or killed. And he mostly blames himself for that.”

      “I never have.”

      “I know. He knew he could never go back to his wife and spin her world upside down again. But he didn’t want to put you in danger anymore either. If you were with him you’d never be truly safe. He believed that by sending you away he was protecting you, saving you.”

      “I can’t believe this,” Heather said.

      “Truth is, he hasn’t worked a day for us since the two of you split up. He only leaves his apartment a couple hours a day, three days a week. He’s letting himself go.”

      Lawson could see that Heather was having a hard time processing everything she was throwing at her. It was a lot to take in so suddenly.

      “Are you OK?” Lawson asked.

      “Uh, no, no I’m not OK.”

      “Do you still love him?”

      Heather closed her eyes as they started to tear up. “Of course I still love him. I’ve never stopped loving him.”

      “Then you’ll help me get through to him?”

      “I don’t know what I can do. Yes, I still love him, but I can’t make him listen to me or want to be with me.”

      “Yes, you can. Be passionate. Say what you’re thinking. Say what you’re feeling. Say what’s in your heart. Don’t hold anything back. I can arrange for you two to bump into each other. If you truly love him, you’ll find a way.”

      Heather sighed and looked down at the table.

      “You’re not seeing anyone else right now, are you?” Lawson asked.

      “No. Of course not.”

      “So, you’ll do it?”

      “Of course I’ll do it. I’m just not sure he’ll listen,” Heather replied.

      “He’ll listen.” Lawson nodded, grabbing her friend’s hand. “He’ll listen. We’ve gotta have faith.”

      They talked for a few more minutes and then ate breakfast, continuing to discuss Cain and his condition. After their discussion, Lawson felt much better about Cain’s future. She thought they actually had a chance to finally get through to him with Heather in the loop. As soon as they finished breakfast, Lawson called Conlin to keep him updated.

      “So, how’d it go?” Conlin asked.

      “It went well. She wants to help.”

      “Fantastic. What’s your next step?”

      “They’re going to accidentally bump into each other the next time he steps out of his apartment,” she explained.

      “Sounds like you have things under control.”

      “Let’s hope so. Getting Heather in was the easy part. Convincing him, well, that’s the part that’ll be hard.”

      Though Lawson knew she’d have Heather’s help in trying to convince Cain to get the surgery, she still wanted her to talk to the doctor first. That way she knew exactly what was involved without hearing second hand information. Plus, the more information she had to work with the better her chances would be at getting through to Cain. Lawson arranged a meeting with Dr. Ellison at a nearby outdoor restaurant near The Center. The doctor was already sitting and waiting as the two women sat down across from him.

      “Thank you for meeting us,” Lawson said.

      “No problem. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, this is Heather, Matthew Cain’s uh… better half,” Lawson stumbled, getting a look from Heather.

      “Nice to meet you,” Ellison said, getting a smile in return.

      “The reason for the meeting was so we could discuss Cain’s health,” Lawson said.

      “You know I can’t discuss a patient’s health with anyone else.”

      “Doctor, the only one… the only one who can help convince Cain to get this surgery is Heather. He won’t listen to anyone else. Not you, not me, not anyone. If your top priority is really saving him, then the only way to do that is to get her help. And she needs to know what we’re dealing with. I know you have your ethics, which is really encouraging considering most in our line of work do not, but please just put them to the side this one time,” she pleaded.

      Ellison sighed as he digested her words and looked over at Heather, who had a hopeful, but worried look on her face.

      “OK. You win,” he said, putting his hands up in the air. “How much do you know?”

      “Just that his seizures are worsening and that he could eventually die from them,” Heather replied.

      “First, there are several things to consider. He’s having prolonged seizures, which is very disconcerting. A seizure should last no more than a minute or two. His are lasting for hours. About 50,000 people die of prolonged seizures every year. A good majority of them occurring within thirty days of their prolonged seizure.”

      “So, we probably don’t have much time,” Heather said bleakly.

      “He needs to get into that operating room as soon as he agrees to the operation.”

      “What exactly would be done?”

      “I’ll try to say as much of this in plain English and not doctor speak. What we’d do is remove the brain tissue that contains the seizure focus without damaging the other areas of the brain.”

      “How complicated of a surgery is it?” she asked.

      “Well, I would never say any surgery involving the brain is easy. But it’s a surgery I’ve done before, and done successfully.”

      “What’s the recovery process like?”

      “Usually two to four days in the hospital. After that, he should be able to resume his normal activities in six to eight weeks. Though after meeting him, and with what I’ve heard of him, I’m sure it would be the lesser of that.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “Well, he’ll need to continue taking anti-seizure medication for another two years or so, which can be reduced as his condition stabilizes. The surgery is successful in eliminating seizures in close to ninety percent of the patients,” Ellison said.

      “Well, that’s very encouraging.”

      “With all that being said there are some risks and complications involved.”

      “Which are?” Heather asked.

      “The complications can be numbness, nausea, headaches, feeling tired, depressed… though they generally go away after a while. The risks… the surgery doesn’t work… infection, bleeding, pain, changes to his personality.”

      “How likely is any of that?”

      “It is likely he will have some of the complications. That’s perfectly normal. The risks are small, but they are there. Though in his condition as it is now, the risks are much greater if he does not have the surgery,” Ellison said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Lawson and Heather were done with Dr. Ellison, they continued talking about Cain as they walked along the sidewalk.

      “I figure we’ll wait a few more days and I’ll arrange for you to bump into him. We’ve had him under surveillance for a while now so we know his every move,” Lawson said.

      “We don’t have a few more days to wait. You heard the doctor. What if he has a seizure tomorrow that doesn’t go away?”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “I’ll just go to his apartment now and talk to him,” Heather said.

      “No. We can’t just go barging over there. You know how stubborn he is. If we just go over there now and start blasting away at him, we’ll lose him. You know he’ll withdraw.”

      “No, he won’t. Not with me.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Lawson asked.

      “Just trust me. I’ll go over there by myself and talk to him.”

      “I don’t know. I think we need to be more calculated than that.”

      “Shelly, trust me. I know him. Let me go over there and talk to him. He won’t ignore me. He’ll talk. He’ll let me in,” Heather said.

      Lawson stopped and sighed as she pondered the best solution.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” Heather told her. “He will talk to me. I’ll get him to listen.”

      Lawson nodded in agreement. She wasn’t sure it was the best course of action but she reluctantly agreed, anyway. “Just let me know what he says if you do talk to him.”

      “I will,” Heather replied as she headed for Cain’s apartment.

      Heather wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to say to convince Cain that surgery was the best option. She figured she’d just say whatever was in her heart. She hoped he still had enough feelings for her that he’d listen. Once she finally got to his apartment, the nerves started shuffling around in her stomach. She walked up the stairs, hoping to burn off the extra excitement she was feeling. As Heather reached Cain’s door, she put her hand up to knock but suddenly stopped before hitting the door. She took a few more seconds to collect her thoughts. She took a gulp and sighed before finally knocking three times. She didn’t hear any movement inside the apartment. Lawson assured her that Cain was in there. Heather knocked three more times, a little harder than the first time. She thought she heard someone moving this time.

      Cain had quickly gotten a gun out of a drawer and quietly moved toward the door. He stood to the side of it as he readied himself for a battle.

      “Matt, it’s me,” Heather yelled.

      Cain raised his eyebrows, surprised that Heather was there. Without standing in the middle of the door, he looked through the peephole and saw
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