Chapter: 28

Jamie lay sleepless in her bed, her mind unable to turn itself off with the thoughts of her injured friend and the men who hurt her. Michael had told her most of what had happened to Maria and Mario, but she could see that he was picking the facts, concealing the worst of them from her in his nearly imperceptible way, all in an effort to protect her from what he thought she might do. It was these thoughts that made her really concerned about what so terrible had happened that he was hiding it from her. Her mind refused to shut off and she drifted in a tired, half-asleep realm where her thoughts took on a visual form. Her last glance at the clock had said about two-thirty in the morning, but she was unable to determine how long ago that had been without looking at it again, something she really didn’t feel like doing. She had the suspicion it had only been a few minutes ago.

There was a sound in the hall, someone moving around, and she ignored it as being one of the other cyborgs, their nights lately having been nearly as sleepless as her own. The door suddenly opened, however, and the bright overhead light blinded her, shooting a pain to the back of her tired eyes. Michael stepped over quickly and ripped the covers off of her, tossing a pile of clothes at her.

“Get up now!”

“Michael? What-“

“Shut up and get dressed. We don’t have any time to screw around.” He closed the door to the hall and started digging in her dresser drawers, pulling pieces of clothing out and examining them intently, placing a few in a backpack and the rest carelessly back in the drawer.

“Michael, please... What are you doing?”

“Shut up and dress. We’re going out.”

His refusal to discuss further told Jamie that he was upset about something, something worrisome enough that he was moving in the middle of the night. The clothing he had tossed at her was stuff he had bought, casual enough to look inconspicuous, but thick enough to keep her warm on the cold night. She quickly stripped to her underwear and had one leg in the jeans when he tossed a pair of panties at her, a serious look on his face.

“Change everything, Jamie.”

“Okay...” She did as he said, turning her back out of some modesty. “Please tell me what’s happening.”

“I got a tip and we’re acting on it. That’s all you need to know for now.”

“Are you sure it’s okay for us to do it?” Their confinement to the base had not been lifted to her knowledge and she hated the idea of his getting into trouble again.

“Frankly, Jamie, I don’t give a damn whether we are allowed. We’re doing it my way now.” He finished stuffing the selected clothes in the pack, tossed in a few extra magazines for her Walther, and zipped it shut, dropping it by the door.

“I see... Will I need my rifle?”

“No, just your pistol.”

“Okay.” Whatever he had planned, it was not an overt action that required heavy force, and that meant that he was being cautious again, something that came as a relief to her as she watched his seemingly hurried packing of her things.”

She had finished dressing and slipped into a pair of boots he had given her in place of her favorite ones. It suddenly struck her that he had outfitted her entirely in clothing that the agency had not provided, something that seemed almost excessively compulsive.

“Are you ready?”

“I guess. Oh, my purse!” She reached for it, but his hand grabbed her wrist roughly and she found herself spun towards the door with a shove towards it.

“Forget it, I have all of the papers you’ll need.” His sudden aggression was just as quickly hidden behind the gentlemanly gesture of holding open a brand new coat for her to slip into. His actions were well out of the normal, even for his usual, unpredictable self, but she trusted in him to do the right thing for them both, so she did not question it any further than she had.

“Lets go.” Michael turned off the light and opened the door, handing her the backpack before slipping out into the hall. There was no one around, but she could tell his nerves were on edge, his senses tuned to processing as fast as possible to allow him every fraction of a second to make a decision on them. Jamie got the feeling he was watching out for the agency people as much as any other danger, and that he was playing it all on the fly, doing his best to remain unpredictable in spite of his limited options.

They took the back stairs and crossed through the kitchen to the small loading bay that was used to receive supplies for the commissary, a loading bay that contained Alessandro’s tiny sub-compact car.

“Are we stealing Sandro’s car?”

“I’m borrowing it. We’re trading off later.”

“Michael, what is going on?”

“Get in.” 

He scrunched himself in and moved the seat back as far as it would go, something Jamie had to do also on the passenger side. 

“It’s like my mother has been driving this thing...” The engine started and he pulled out once Jamie had her seatbelt on and driving carefully to the front gate, trying to maintain his cool through his excited nerves.

“Good Morning, Mister Christiansen. Meeting up with Mister Ricci, eh?”

“Yeah, we needed to do some bait and switch with the cars for his current operation. I have to drop this off in town for him.”

“That’s great...” Michael could hear the lack of enthusiasm in the guard’s voice. It was three A.M., after all.

“Can I see your pass please, sir?”

“I don’t have one. I’m just going out and coming right back.”

“You know that I can’t let you out without a pass, sir. Mister Croce’s orders.”

“Eduardo, isn’t it?” Michael read the name from the guard’s badge.

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you understand what kind of urgency it must entail for someone to be leaving at three in the morning?” Michael’s words dripped annoyance and hinted at anger, tones that the guard was not oblivious to, judging by his half step back from the window.

“I’m just following orders, sir. Please be nice to me.” His hand was on his gun, Michael noticed, and was apparently under the belief that he might have to use it.

“Listen, son... I have an important task that you are keeping me from, and I really have no more time to waste on you... So open the gate, please.”

“I can’t do that, Mr. Christiansen.” His instincts were clearly telling him that something was not right with this. It was going to come to what Michael had wanted to avoid. The guard had drawn his gun but kept it at low ready, an instant from coming to bear on a target. “Please turn the vehicle around and return to the main building. I’ll have someone meet you there.”

Michael actually started to regret replacing the previous guard for his lack of attention to detail. His eyes met Jamie’s and he saw that she was on alert, her hand on her Walther and the guard never leaving her line of sight, ready to move on Michael’s command.

“No matter what happens, stay in the car. That’s an order, Jamie.”

“Yes sir.” 

“Eduardo, we need to discuss this matter.” He opened the door and started to climb out, the move spooking the guard into raising his gun at Michael.

“Please stay in the vehicle, sir!” 

“Listen, I have a pair of American Ben Franklins in my pocket that are yours if you just open the gate.”

“Stay where you are, sir. I’m warning you! Get your hand out of there!”

“What?” Michael moved away from the car to get Jamie out of the guard’s line of sight, a trick to distract the man to watching two directions instead of one. “C’mon... No one is above a bribe, especially a minimum-wage gate guard.” His hand came out of his jacket slowly with the folded bills.

“Don’t move! I’m not going to take any bribes, pal. I worked hard to get this job and I’m not going to risk losing it in this economy. I’m going to call Mr. Croce and have him deal with you.”

“Fine, be my guest. Sheesh, some people just can’t accept a good deed.”

The guard had backed towards the guard-shack and bumped against the corner, then switched the gun into his left hand and reached for the phone with his right. His fingers touched the edge of the phone, but he couldn’t seem to find the handset by feel; it just wasn’t there anymore. He took his eyes off of Michael to find it, but saw only the red cord trailing off behind him. The entire incident so far was occupying his brain so much that he didn’t realize that someone must be holding the handset behind him, at least not until his eyes came to rest on the phone in Jamie’s hand, followed by the disturbing look in her eyes.

“There’s a call for you.” She swung her arm and the plastic hand-piece shattered against Eduardo’s head, dropping him to the floor unconscious.

Michael stepped over and checked the guard, glad that he wasn’t seriously injured by her attack. “That was sad.”

“I had to make it up on a whim. If you come up with a better line, let me know.” She hit the gate button and climbed into the driver’s seat of the car, pulling it through while Michael phoned the front desk to report the unconscious guard. He climbed back in the driver side when Jamie moved over and they were off, cruising down the highway towards Rome as fast as the little engine could manage.

“We’re going to be in trouble again.”

“That’s why I told you to stay in the car. I didn’t want you to get in trouble for my actions.”

“We’re in this together, Michael. Besides, I can just tell them that you ordered me to.” She forced a smile, working to get comfortable with the feeling that they were going blatantly against the agency’s orders, orders that she really did not care for at all, but nevertheless felt compelled to worry about.

“Great, thanks.” In spite of his sarcasm, he couldn’t help but feel a bit warmed by her loyalty to him. What they had to do was going to be difficult at best, but he knew they both had the resourcefulness to do it, and things would get easier once they escaped Italy.

“So what’s the plan?”

“The plan is to get out of Italy and to a place of my choosing.”

“That’s it?!”

“For the moment. What comes after is determined by luck, skill, and fate. Until we are safe, I’m not going to worry about it.”

“They aren’t going to be happy.”

“Fuck ‘em. We’ll deal with them when I choose to, not a moment earlier.”

It struck Jamie that this must be the Michael that Tanya had seen and dealt with for so long. He had shed every trace of his polite and professional self and reverted to the action-oriented, devil-may-care attitude that he had worked so hard to get rid of. Maybe it was a sign of just how tough the fight had become for him- a sign that what they were about to do would require the most primitive parts of their psyches to be unleashed.

He pulled over a few miles outside of Rome, flipping on the caution lights and settling back to wait. He was lost in his thoughts, she could tell, but his eyes never stopped moving between the mirrors and the windshield, always watching for something, be it danger or relief. 

The wait was not long, however, and within five minutes, a non-descript car pulled off in front of them and flashed their headlights twice. Michael drew his gun and slipped it into his jacket pocket, refusing to take any chances.

“Lets go, Jamie.”

“Okay.” 

He led the way while she carried their things, walking slowly in the darkness of the night, silhouetted in the amber flashes from their car’s lights. Michael’s hand came out of his pocket as he turned to motion her to hurry up, the gun merging perfectly into his body’s outline as he continued walking. Unless you caught a flash of light off of it, you could never have seen it pulled. Jamie was in awe of his skills but they quickly made her wonder what he was doing and whom they were meeting that required his gun in hand.

The other car’s occupants climbed out and she gasped as the interior light revealed Sandro and Petra. Was Michael going to attack them in his effort to escape the agency? If a shot were fired, it would be a fight to the death with a close friend.

“Michael...”

“Shut up.”

The pairs approached each other and Jamie saw Petra’s Spectre M4 in her hands and there was no trace of the smile she usually had on her face. She was more alert than she herself was and Jamie felt herself walking into a disadvantageous position, something that both Michael’s and the agency’s training told her was extremely bad. She shifted the pack to her right shoulder, using the motion and the darkness to cover her draw. 

“Thanks for coming out, Sandro.”

“Thanks for not destroying my car.” He tossed the keys to the other car to Michael and as surprised when he caught them with his weak hand. It was then that he noticed the way Michael was holding his other hand and realized that it was a weapon. “What’s with the gun?”

“Insurance. I wasn’t sure what side you would come down on.”

“You know that I don’t care for Jean and his methods. I can’t really say I approve of yours either, right now. Jean called and wondered what I was doing and why you had my car. He also mentioned the gate guard.”

“It was handled until Jamie stopped listening to me.” He glared at her just long enough for her to understand his disapproval.

“Well, the hunt is on now. I told him I would stop you at all costs.”

Jamie stiffened at that and her gun snapped up, taking aim at Petra’s head, her loyalty to Michael stronger than her friendship, but not by choice. Petra was taken by surprise and her sub-machine gun was late coming up, but the pause made the actions moot. No one wanted to fire first, but neither girl was going to let a second round go without the first being answered. 

Michael could play poker with the best of them when he really cared to, and he saw through Sandro’s tough facade immediately.

“And how do you propose to do that?”

“With this...” He held up a small box and a small arc of electricity crackled across the pins, it bluish glow playing across his face.

“A stun gun... Cute, but not very effective.”

“It’s got the maximum non-lethal charge, and supposedly the girls can be incapacitated by it, at least for a couple of minutes.” He smiled as he said it, a smile that Michael wasn’t sure he liked.

“Do you really want to test that?”

Sandro tossed the box to Michael gently. “Got a better idea?”

“Not really. I was just going to kick your ass.”

“Hardly a challenge for you. I’ll take the burns to bruises.”

“It’s your choice. I’ll enjoy it either way.” Michael holstered his Smith and stepped closer to Sandro, his body language no longer as guarded as before.

The guns lowered and both girls looked at their handlers, not understanding what was happening.

“What is going on here?”

“Petra, you and Sandro are going to be overpowered by Jamie and I in a surprise attack, an attack that allows us to make a miraculous escape into the darkness.”

“What? That’s the plan?” Jamie holstered her gun and shifted her pack again, incredulous at the idea.

“It’s simple, and no one gets hurt... too badly.”

“I don’t like it at all.” Petra finally spoke up.

No one could expect either cyborg to like the situation, which was why the handlers were making the calls.

“Petra, just do as I say. They need to escape, and I’m telling you that we’re going to help them. Now, let Michael zap you and lets get this over with.”

There was a huff of discontentment, but she pulled the collar of her shirt to the side for him. “Hurry up.” She closed her eyes and cowered slightly in anticipation of the jolt as she felt the cold, copper contacts touch her skin.

“Petra?”

“What?” Her eyes opened to see what Michael wanted. He waited until she relaxed and then zapped her, the electricity shooting through her body for a long second before she collapsed to the ground in a twitching mass.

“Relax...” 

“That was mean, Michael.” Jamie didn’t approve of his technique towards her friend.

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t sure if her anticipating would reduce its effects, so I decided to surprise her. Now...” He turned to Sandro who had worked himself up to it.

“Go ahead, I can handle it. It’s not like it’s the first time.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll only use a short burst.” 

He fired again and Alessandro was laid out flat next to Petra, his eyes wide open as his still-conscious mind tried to cope with the powerless feeling in his body.

“You’re a good guy, Sandro. Don’t change at all.” Michael pointed Jamie to their new car, made sure their two “victims” were safely off of the road, and then climbed into the comfortable seat, actually feeling a bit guilty at what he had done to the pair. A glance at Jamie received a questioning look in return.

“What?” 

“Nothing...” He pulled back onto the road, and the edge of the headlights caught movement as Petrushka started to move, slowly getting her body to respond again. The image of her crawling towards her handler was hard to clear from his mind as the dark pavement became the only thing to look at.

“That didn’t feel right, Michael. I never want to do that again.”

“Well, I can’t guarantee that it won’t, but I’m certainly not going to relish another opportunity. It’s now them or us, Jamie, but with any luck we won’t have another encounter. We’re going to disappear into the night.”

“Is that possible?”

“Hmm yes. But only if you do exactly as I say, all of the time.”

“Okay. What’s first?”

“First, you reach in the glove box there.”

She pulled it open and looked at the contents, pulling out the only thing that wasn’t an owner’s manual. It was a dark blue winter hat, one that was typical to the college-girl crowd, but there was something odd about it. As she played with it in her fingers, it made a crinkling sound.

“What is it?”

“It’s a hat. It’s an ordinary hat that I modified just for you. I put a reflective metallic layer, similar to the type used in folding parabolic radio reflectors, in between the layers.”

“That’s great! Er, why?” 

“Because just before I make the next turn, I want you to put it on and not take it off until I tell you to. You will wear it everywhere, at all times.”

“That’s a bit strange, Michael.”

“Well, it’s the only way to keep them from tracking you.”

“Tracking me?”

“You didn’t honestly think that the agency would let their cyborgs to wander around without being able to track them? That would just be foolish. There’s a small GPS transmitter just inside the access point in your skull, and it tells them everywhere you go. Hopefully that material in the hat will block the signal.”

She hadn’t thought about it at all, and maybe she was programmed not to think about it, but the idea of never being able to hide from everyone made her feel trapped, almost paranoid. She pulled the hat on and settled back into the seat, suddenly feeling fatigued from the night’s adventure, and the thought of several more hours of it seemed daunting. They now had two groups after them, the killers and the agency. Both had incredible resources and experience, and it was going to be a real test of Michael’s abilities for them to even escape the country alive, let alone hide for any length of time.

“Where are we going to go?”

Her question sounded like a little girl, one who was old enough to understand that her house had just burnt down and that she was essentially homeless.

“I know a place, and I know a few people that can help us. Like I said, we’re going a single step at a time. I have a plan, but if we get too hung up on the details, we’ll end up predictable, and then we’ll die.”

“You sure know how to instill confidence in someone.”

“Just trust in me. I won’t fail you.”

They made the fastest possible way to the Ciampino airport and booked the first morning flight to France in a smaller Airbus that was a little more than half-full. They touched down in the Paris-Orly airport a couple of hours later, breezing through customs with new false Italian Identity cards, cards that he had saved from his burned-out apartment. At some point, Michael had anticipated for his and Jamie’s need for unofficial Italian credentials, though where he was able to get them was a mystery to her.

Another hour found them in a comfortable hotel in Paris, tipping the bellhop and relaxing for the first time since their night began almost eight hours before. Jamie could see that Michael was exhausted, having likely been up since five on the morning that Maria and Mario had been brought to the hospital. Now when had that been?

The numbers added up and she realized that it was only the day before. Sometimes a sleepless night can be an eternity, a perception that she was now able to truly understand.

“You look tired.”

“I am tired.” His eyes wanted to close on their own now that he was in a warm atmosphere and feeling somewhat safe.

“Why don’t you get a shower and some sleep. I’ll wake you up this evening.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” She smiled at him, knowing that her smile could often give him just enough strength to keep going a while longer.

“Okay. Stay in the room and remember to keep your hat on.”

“I know, I know.” She pushed him towards the bathroom and settled into a chair when she heard the shower, flipping the television to the international news channel. In the entire time that Michael was in the shower, Jamie never heard anything about two Italian rogue agents, so it was unlikely that there was a major manhunt underway throughout the EU for them.

When Michael came out, he tossed her a ladies shower cap to cover her hat with, then stepped to the mini-bar and opened a bottle of Vodka that he had requested when they checked in. He took several large swigs and settled into the couch, still drying his bare chest with his towel as he lifted the bottle again.

“You should take it easy. It’ll be difficult to protect you if you’re dead drunk.” Jamie felt naked without her guns, having left her Walther in a secure locker with Michael’s way back at Ciampino airport. If they were going to do some hunting here, they would need to procure weapons locally.

“I’ve earned this bottle, Jamie, and before we leave this city, I’ll have earned another. Maybe two.”

“Just make sure you don’t get sick from it.”

“Thanks, dear. Now go get your shower.”

“Fine.”

Jamie took her time in the shower, being careful to avoid slipping off or soaking the knitted hat that she had slipped the shower cap over. She would have really like to take it off, but Michael had been specific about why, and that was enough for her. They could not afford to let the agency find them, at least not until they had finished with whatever he had in mind in Paris. 

Michael had said that he had received a tip on their targets, a tip important enough to act on immediately, regardless of the agency’s restriction on their movements...important enough to play rough with agency people. She would follow him, but it didn’t mean that she was without questions. What were they going to do, and what would it take to protect him? What would it take to protect her self?

She was on edge already, what with the threats to them being as numerous and disguised as they were, but the sights and feeling of being in Paris again... It was difficult to control the fear inside her. It wasn’t serious yet, but somewhere in her was a quiet cry to get away, to leave as fast as she could to save herself.

It was the assault, or more specifically the memories of it, dragging her down into the abyss of her own neuroses. Michael must know that she remembered, but they had not discussed it at all, and perhaps he was afraid to. That fear, she felt, had to do with the gap in her memory from before they went to Switzerland. 

She remembered picking up Tanya at the station, beating up some punks on the street, and then settling into Michael’s bedroom to sleep. The next thing she remembered was waking up in her usual hospital room, feeling okay but a bit drowsy. The doctor had said that something had happened in her body that caused a neural feedback, something which had knocked her out and caused a bit of memory lapse, but the more she thought about it, she wasn’t so sure. She had to take higher doses of the medicine now, something Michael had to have agreed to even though he had told her, previously, that it wasn’t healthy for her...that it limited her thinking ability.

When she realized that he was accepting such an order, she had become angry, which led to another close inspection of the toilets. Only Maria knew what she had been thinking, and the girl had kept their sisterly secret between them, allowing Jamie to try to voice her displeasure in the only way she felt she could: by depressing him a little with her ‘robot’ routine. 

The one thing she hadn’t counted on was Tanya’s ability to see through her mask and break it. She had a feeling that that quality was Tanya’s true skill; to read people for whom they really are and take advantage of it. It was a skill that Jamie felt she had to learn and possess. Tanya had said it would take years to develop it into the instinct that she herself had, but that Jamie had the basic intuition for it, and that was where you had to start.

She had watched everyone in the hotel lobby as they were checking in, reading them as best she could, but she could only wonder if she were right. She tried reading the woman in the mirror as she toweled herself dry, but found only a person who looked uncomfortable in her own skin. Maybe it wasn’t possible to study one’s self objectively.

About the only person Jamie could actually read with any certainty was Michael, who was now forcing himself to work outside of his normal boundaries to remain unpredictable. This now made reading him nearly impossible to Jamie, something she considered as she watched him sleep drunkenly on the couch. 

She settled in next to him and pulled a blanket over them both, resting her head on his shoulder, letting her eyes close but making a mental note to remain vigilant. She didn’t need to know what he was going to do in order to protect him. 

She only needed to be beside him. 

The late afternoon found the pair walking the streets of Paris, dressed close enough to the locals that they really did not stand out. Jamie had grown used to being the most-eyed woman around, her height, looks, and usually foreign-styled clothes making her stand out some, but here many of the women were her height and better looking (at least she thought so), so with the adherence to local styles of dress, she simply disappeared into the crowd. 

She could tell that Michael was entirely comfortable that they were invisible, not out of carelessness but experience. He had spent a lot of time in Paris, knew the styles, knew the language fairly well, and knew how to make himself invisible. She had come to realize that Michael was a much shrewder thinker than he let on. The reason he didn’t fit in well in Italy after his time there was not because he could not, but because he did not want to. It was a card he was saving, ‘just in case,’ as he would say, for when he needed it badly enough. Then he could simply vanish into the crowds, never to be seen again.

“You’re incredible, Michael!” She practically bubbled with the praise for him, wrapping her arms around his left arm and hugging to it as an over-excited child might.

“What?” His questioning look reined her in from the obviously random and unintelligible comment.

“I was just thinking about how smart you are at times.” A warm smile from her received one in turn, though Michael’s mind was entirely on his field craft, surreptitiously checking for tails and focusing on putting his plan into action.

“Oh.”

“Just ‘Oh’? C’mon, can’t you say something a bit more intelligible? I feel like I’m all alone here.”

“Really?”

Jamie gave a frustrated growl but continued clinging to his arm, playing the roll of a girlfriend, at least in her own mind. He had said that they should appear to be a couple out for a walk and her heart had leapt at the idea. It was a dream to her, even if it was pretend.

Michael could feel Jamie’s excitement as she clung to his arm but his focus was on the mission, his entire being focused on his planned motions. His target appeared, a street-lamp on a corner of two side streets, a place where his signal could not help but be spotted by the person he wanted to see it. 

He timed the lights correctly and grabbed the lamp as he passed, swinging himself and Jamie lazily around the corner to cross the street perpendicular to the one they had been walking on. Jamie’s motion showed that she had not been expecting it, but she fell into line beside him again, hardly missing a step.

“Okay, a date is set. Now we’ll wait.”

“What?” She glanced at him questioningly as they stepped onto the other curb.

“I planted a tag on the post as we passed. It’s a signal to my contact.”

“I didn’t even notice.”

“That’s the idea.” His hand had affixed a strip of black electrical tape on the pole, a strip that his contact would see as they walked home from their cover job, checking the post as always for a contact signal. The next step was the drop of a one-time contact number for him to use at a pre-selected location, a location he had received with the tip that led him here. Of course, the contact needed some time to get the signal and plant the number...

“Lets get something to eat.”

“Okay.”

They had dinner in the corner of a casual restaurant, still keeping to their roles as prospective lovers, chatting quietly about common things, at times completely forgetting that they were being hunted. It was actually relaxing for Jamie, whose back was to the door and thus required her to trust that Michael would see any danger before her. He, in turn, seemed to relax slightly as he chatted her up, perhaps even forgetting that he was talking to his cyborg.

The time finally came and they walked a short distance to the Champ de Mars, the Eiffel Tower lit brightly in the distance as the night began to fall. It was a warmer night for winter and Jamie wished she could remove her hat to let the breeze flow through her hair, but Michael’s warnings not to always came to the front of her head immediately after she thought it, and that was the final word. 

He guided her to sit on a bench and they continued talking, their bodies closer than before and recalling the memory of that first exciting night in the club in Rome. His arm slipped around her shoulders and she leaned into him, resting her head against him with a soft sigh, and if he was at all surprised at the sound, he never showed it. The decorative searchlights on the tower came on and illuminated the sky romantically.

“Hmm... Is this what it’s like to be on a date?”

“No. This is what it is like to be on a date in Paris. In some places, the environment is vastly different. Central Park in New York is a fun one, where no night with the lady is complete without getting mugged.”

“That’s not funny. And quit making fun of my question.”

“I wasn’t making fun of your question, I was just trying to lighten the atmosphere a bit.”

“You’re uncomfortable with me so close?”

“Maybe.” His feeling of discomfort came not from her, but from his desire to share the moment with Tanya. His heart ached for her, a pain that he knew would never really be swept away, not ever.

Jamie pulled away and looked up at him, her blue eyes warm and soft, and he could see that she understood his pained expression. “I’m sorry. I should be more considerate.”

“It’s not you. We are playing a role right now, and it’s just something I need to learn to deal with.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his legs, giving the outward appearance of someone working up to making a decision. Jamie’s eyes caught a glimpse of his hand as it slipped under the bench and came back out with a slip of paper, which he casually slipped into his coat pocket as he straightened up and then leaned back. It was a clean dead-drop pick-up and he made it look so easy. 

“Is that all there is to it?”

“Yes. Lets wait a few minutes and then continue walking. There’s a phone a little ways down the street.”

“Okay.” She leaned into him again with his coaxing arm on her shoulder, and waited.

The phone at the other end of the number that had been left to him only range twice before a feminine voice answered in French.

“Hello?”

“It’s me.”

“Be at Francois’ in twenty minutes, the usual table. Don’t be late.” 

The other end clicked before he could say any more and his impression was that his contact was under surveillance, a distinct possibility that he entirely understood.

“What did they say?” Jamie was watching the street while he made the call and had seen no one she thought was paying attention to them.

“They gave the meeting place. We have twenty minutes to get there, so we’ll have to hurry.”

He led her on a fast-paced trip through the subways for two stops before getting off and ducking through several back alleys at a running pace, a pace she could keep up better than he could. They finally emerged from the darkness on a busy street, just around the corner from the restaurant. A glance at his watch told him they would make it, so he took a moment to catch his breath, watching the people entering and leaving, and eyeballing the vehicles parked on the street for suspicious signs. Satisfied, he led Jamie by the hand to the door and inside.

The interior was of a casual type, with couples, families, and friends all chatting warmly as they had a fine time. The atmosphere reminded Michael of the Applebee’s he used to frequent in his college days, down to the greeter whom he brushed off politely by indicating they were joining friends already there. 

They wound their way to the back of the room, aiming for an inconspicuous table where a familiar face glanced up at him momentarily and then waved him over. The redhead squashed out her cigarette in an ashtray and waved him to sit down.

“You’re on time for once in your life.”

“My new work has me on my toes.”

“I heard... The Italians. I don’t suppose it would help to ask what they want in Paris?”

“My being here is personal in nature.”

“I see...” She tapped out another cigarette and lit it, puffing a few times pensively. “You know why I’ve helped you so far, right?”

“Yes. I have to admit, I was surprised when you sent that information. I wasn’t sure you were keeping up on it.”

“There are a lot of things about me that would surprise y-“

“Excuse me!” Michael looked at Jamie and saw the confused and frustrated expression on her face. “Can you two please fill me in, because all of this cloak-and-dagger talk is leaving me in the dark.”

The two adults glanced at each other for a moment before the woman motioned Michael to proceed.

“Jamie, this is Emily Lanstrom, she worked for me when I was a team leader here in France. Emily, this is Jamie, my partner at the agency.”

“Please, call me Emmy.” She held out her hand and Jamie shook it, wondering just how many women Michael had working around him back then.

“It’s almost always a pleasure to meet one of Michael’s colleagues.”

“Almost?” Emmy smiled warmly and her gray eyes seemed to lure one into them. “Sounds like she has you figured out already.”

“She’s pretty quick.” He put his arm around her in a proud-father manner, a gesture that made her smile. “Anyway, Jamie...Emmy, Tanya, and I go way back to Prague. When I was shot, I got transferred to France and Emmy volunteered to come along as my technical expert.”

“And it’s a damn good thing I did, too. I can’t count the number of times he nearly killed himself by getting his wires confused. Remember what happened to that MI-6 agent in Beirut? I knew, I knew in my heart, that if I weren’t there beside you the whole damn time, you would screw up in a much more historic manner than he did.”

“And I nearly did... The saving grace being that I lived to regret my mistake.”

Jamie could see that it was something he regretted deeply and she could only guess that they were starting to discuss the Calais bombing, something she knew about as a defining point in his life, but nothing of the details.

“You’re talking about the mission where he was booted out?”

“Yes.” Emmy was thinking about that day, and how she had been back home, dealing with her own tragedy. If she had been there, she might have been able to save the kids. “I keep thinking about that, Michael. If I had been there that day, I would have wired in a fail-safe, and those kids would have lived. And the agents...”

“I know, Emmy. It wasn’t your fault, though. You had to be with your family, and I went ahead without you.”

The woman puffed on her cigarette some more, watching Michael as he thought about that day, realizing that he probably relived it every time he close his eyes, and that was his punishment for it.

“So, why are you helping us?” Jamie still wasn’t clear about what Emily’s purpose in all of it was.

“Well, one reason is old-time’s sake... Another reason is my friendship with Tanya. I owed her a few favors and never got to pay her back, so I figured helping her was the least I could do. She called me last fall and asked me for information on certain people, people we had been keeping an eye on.”

“But the biggest reason?” Michael had to hear it, if only to convince himself that he could entirely trust in her.

“The biggest reason, Jamie, is that my sister was killed by the same people you are looking for. That’s why I went home that week of the Calais mission.”

“I-I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to pry!”

“Don’t worry about it. Bad stuff happens. The best you can do is to fight it where you can. As you can imagine, Michael, your little adventure more than a year later was something I followed carefully. I knew it was the same group, so I put in some queries to some people in Langley, and stumbled on something we didn’t know.”

“What?”

“That the Department of Homeland Defense got the case work on Excalibur but didn’t follow it up at all. It’s not a domestic threat issue, so the paperwork, which was combined as part of the post 9-11 data merge, all got set aside in an FBI lock box. No one has touched it because it’s a Europol issue.”

“Nice... So major information to break this thing up has been sitting around gathering dust. Well, I can’t say that I’m surprised. I mean, we are talking about the people who whacked Oswald to cover up the Kennedy truth.”

Jamie just stared at the pair as they bantered on, casually talking state secrets as if they were sports scores.

“Okay... I’m assuming you have the information now.”

“Part of it. There is a lot of sources-classified stuff in there, Michael, so I can’t get to the best parts. The best I can do at this moment is point you in a direction and let you go.” Sources-classified meant that it was information passed along from informants as part of the routine information. They had to be protected for the day when they have essential information, and so the other stuff was sealed until it could be edited to protect the source, or when the source was no longer valid or useful.

“You’re not wanting a piece of them?”

“No... No, Michael. I had thought about it, but I can’t say that vengeance is as important to me as it is to you. I’m just not strong enough to make it.”

“ None of us are, Emmy... But someone has to stop them. They’ve had a free pass for too damn long.” He never really had a hope that she would be of the same passion as he was. Emmy was quiet and introspective, a supportive type of person who could be relied upon to watch your back, but was not really the one to lead or go it alone. “So where do we go to find them?”

“I have the information at my apartment. There’s a place in Beauvais that the police missed in the Castillo investigation.”

“We had his last known in the file as Beauvais, but I thought the cops knew where it was.”

“Just his apartment. They didn’t find the small house on the outskirts of town.” She stood and slipped her coat on, putting down enough cash to cover the bill, and then texted out a single word on her phone. “A car will be here in a moment. You can rest at my place if you need to, and I have most of the equipment you’ll need.”

A short ride in the waiting car had them sitting in her living room as she thanked the driver, a friend Michael had never seen before. The door was closed and locked, and then she led them to the basement stairs and down, the musty smell of an old, stone basement greeting them before they got to the bottom. 

“Over here...”

Emily went to the fuse panel on the wall and opened it, flipping a breaker. A section of the wall started to move inwards and Michael could see a modern room full of electronics and weapons racks inside. They followed her inside where a lone figure was tapping away on a computer terminal, entirely oblivious to their entry.

“Katherine, I’m back!” 

“That wasn’t long... Everything go okay?”

“Yeah.”

Michael froze in his tracks when the woman turned around in her chair and slipped the headset off. Her eyes went wide when they locked onto him, a look that Jamie could tell was one of recognition, followed by intense anger.

“YOU SON OF A BITCH!!” She was out of the chair and lunging at him and Jamie moved to block her advance on Michael, but he shoved her aside roughly, opening himself up to the attack. He never flinched as she closed and landed her fist in his face, knocking him down and landing on top of him, continuing her attack through a face of anguish and tears.

“I’ll kill you, you fucking bastard! I’ll KILL YOU!!!”

Emily and Jamie watched as the woman pounded on him for several moments without any resistance from Michael at all. He was resigned to his fate at her hands and the realization of the fact was the only thing keeping Jamie from tearing into her. Instead she let her hit him until Emily wrapped her arms around her friend from behind and pulled her away, her anger subsiding into the tears of an emotionally broken woman.

“Michael...” She fell to her knees next to him and checked him, realizing quickly that he was still conscious but lying still, thinking about whatever a man who seems to have enemies everywhere thinks about. “Are you okay?”

He sat up slowly and rubbed the blood from his mouth, looking with soft eyes at the woman named Katherine.

“I’m sorry... I’m sorry, Katherine.”

“Sorry? You think that makes it all better?”

“No. Nothing I can do will ever make it better, but there hasn’t been a day when it wasn’t on my mind.”

The woman stood and stormed past, pausing long enough to give him a hateful look before she continued on and slammed the door at the top of the stairs.

The others spent a minute in silence staring at the door, silence that wasn’t broken until Jamie looked down at the man in her arms.

“Is there anyone you know who doesn’t want to kill you?”

Chapter 29

It was a new day for Janet Wells: Her first job. Her parents had been reluctant to send the sixteen year old into the workforce, preferring for her to concentrate on her studies so she could get into the college she wanted. But a young woman with dreams of independence was hard to argue with and they finally relented on a part-time job at a local retailer. 

The training was easy, even tedious, and after suffering through it she was finally being taken to the sales floor to begin her first evening in fashions.

“-And your main job on the evening shift is to recover the sales area you’re assigned to. You make sure the clothes are picked up off of the floor, placed back on the hangers correctly, and organized by style, size, and color.” The fashions manager stopped at a rack that was obviously awry and pulled a shirt from it, the hangar backwards and obviously put back on by a careless customer. She flipped the hangar around and straightened the shirt on it, hanging back on the circular rack in its proper place, then spaced the other items to make it look full.

“It’s not very difficult, just really tedious.”

“I see.” Janet went to the next rack and quickly sorted it to the same standards.

“Good. Just keep going through the department and I’ll check back on you in a little bit. Be sure to smile for the customers. If there’s anything you need help with, be sure to ask one of the others.”

“Okay.” She watched her manager head off towards the back somewhere and sighed, finally feeling like the responsible young adult she was trying hard to become. She continued on with the racks for half an hour, then moved onto the tables of men’s shirts, flipping a messy one over and trying to fold it to match the other ones nearby, but could not seem to get the folds right.

“Here, let me help you.”

Janet looked over at the young woman who had stepped up beside her quietly, giving her a smile as she read “Carol” on the nametag.

“I can’t seem to get it right.”

“It takes a lot of practice. Here... It’s like this.” Her hands flipped the shirt around deftly and in only a few seconds had a perfect match to the others. “You’ll get it eventually, just keep at it. I’m Carol, by the way.”

“I’m Janet, it’s nice to meet you.” She could tell the girl in front of her was warm and friendly, her short, red hair and green eyes speaking of genuine Irish descent, and they were usually friendly. She could also see a necklace with a cross on it just visible in the opening of her polo shirt. “Catholic?”

“Er...yeah. I don’t go to church much, I’m afraid. You?”

“Pentecostal, every Sunday. I do some charity work in my spare time as well. I usually play at Marcello’s coffee shop on Friday nights, but I’m not sure how that is going to go now with the job.”

“Play? What do you play?”

“Guitar. I sing a bunch of cover tunes for the caffeine addicts and they seem to like it. Apparently they think I’m good because I pick up a few bucks in tips.”

“That’s great. Maybe I’ll stop in to see you some time.”

“I’d appreciate that, thanks.”

Carol walked away and started conversing with a blonde working in the shoe department. They seemed to be good friends, a hunch that was confirmed when Carol led the woman over to her. 

“Janet, this is our other closer, Angela.”

“It’s nice to meet you. Please, call me Angie.”

“Janet...” She shook hands, feeling like she was going to fit in fine with the people here.

“Janet Wells...”

Jamie blinked several times, the scene in her mind more vivid than the real world around her, a world that was slowly coming into focus as her mind sorted out its signals. The memory of that night with Carol and Angie was clear as day to her, even as her memories of being Jamie Christiansen took hold again. She felt her mind seem to tick over between them, almost like driving on an asphalt road and suddenly crossing onto a brick one, the textures and sounds vastly different.

She sat up and held her head, willing the now noticeable headache away as the memories started to fade into the background of her mind. Her sigh caught the attention of Emily, Michael’s friend from back in his CIA days. 

“Feeling better after a nap, Jamie?”

“Not really. I’ve got a headache.” She straightened up on the couch and looked around at the racks of weapons and electronics. “Where’s Michael?”

“He’s up talking with Katherine. They have a lot to discuss, and it’s probably best if you don’t disturb them.”

There was a loud thump on the floor above and the sound of a woman screaming her head off in anger, both of which told Jamie that Michael was still talking. It was something she knew she should be concerned about, but the lack of concern in Emily’s body language was enough to tell her that he wasn’t in any real danger.

“There’s some Tylenol in the first-aid kit over there and bottles of water in the fridge.”

“Thanks.” Jamie got to her feet carefully, feeling slightly dizzy, as though she stood up too fast. A few of the pills and several swigs of water helped her to feel better, and she leaned against the wall, staring at the racks of weapons. “What’s their story? Is she another one of his girlfriends?”

“Katherine?” Emily seemed to laugh quietly, a laugh that was cut off when she continued further into her thoughts on the subject. “No, they were never an item. In fact, I’d say right now he’s getting more attention from her than he ever did back then. You see... Michael killed her husband.”

“Killed her husband?”

“Yeah. Paul was one of the agents killed in the Calais bombing. They had only been married a few months, and the whole thing broke her in ways only shrinks can understand. Maybe it would have been different if Michael had been taken back and charged with a crime, but it didn’t work out that way. She’s spent the past few years trying to get something of a life back, and the one thing she needed was a form of closure. I figured bringing Michael here would get something along those lines accomplished, and judging from the sudden silence upstairs, they’ve either come to something of an understanding, or she’s killed him.”

Jamie listened carefully and could just pick out the sound of a woman’s sobbing over the sounds of the equipment in the room. There was the sound of footsteps on the stairs, followed by the opening of the doorway, then Michael stepped in and sat down on the couch, his hand holding a cloth to his bleeding nose.

“That went well, I think.”

“Everything okay now?” Emmy turned and eyed him carefully, seeing several spots that were going to bruise noticeably, but he was otherwise okay. Katherine’s anger was deeply held, but as her friend, Emily knew that all she needed was to feel like she had enacted some form of punishment on him.

“I don’t know, Emmy. I explained my view on the matter, how it was just a good intention gone terribly wrong, and that I can’t ever forget it, and then let her beat me up until she couldn’t fight anymore. She’s held in a lot of pain, pain I entirely understand. Tanya... Tanya was the woman I loved, and she was taken from me, so in that manner I can relate to Katherine, something she seemed to understand. She’ll never forgive me, and I’m not going to ask that she try, but maybe she’s a little less angry about it now.” His nose had finished bleeding and he tossed the rag into the trashcan beside the desk.

“That’s good.” She turned back to the computer to continue her research, but Michael sensed she wanted to say more.

“So what’s the plan at this point?”

“It’s whatever you want to do. Take the weapons and equipment you need. I’m getting a current satellite photo of the place for you, and I’ll even drive you there, but I can’t take part in it. If the cops find my DNA there at all, Langley will probably pull me back to the states, and maybe even cut me loose. We’re supposed to be watching some Russian mafia group who is trying to set up shop here, but they’ve quieted down recently. I don’t think they have the assets in place yet to stake their territory, so until something happens, I’m breaking the rules.”

“Okay. Jamie, go pick out some gear.”

“Yes, Michael.”

Jamie walked to the wall and looked at the uniforms that were neatly arranged by style and size. There were several sets of BDU’s from several nations, but she figured they were a bit over the top.

“What kind of dress?”

“We’ll Johnny Cash it tonight.”

“Eh?”

“Black out. Black shirt and pants, black gloves and boots. There’s also some face-paint in the drawer over there.” He pointed to a drawer marked as accessories and she went to it, sorting through until she found a tube of black grease paint. 

“This is going to be terrible for my skin.” The joke made him look at her, a slight smile forming as he understood that she was trying to get back their usual friendly banter.

“Since when did you worry about that?”

Jamie shrugged and picked out a black turtleneck and sweatpants, along with a proper size of boot. “What about a leather cat-suit. Isn’t that what lady spies are supposed to wear?”

“There are some in the closet over there,” Emmy stated without looking up. “But they tend to make too much noise when you move, as well as limiting your movement some. Though they do make you look good.”

“Hmm...” She feigned considering the option and received the expected look from Michael about it, that is, a decided no. “What? You can’t blame a girl for wanting to look good.”

“I’ll buy you one when this is all over.” He stood and went to a weapons rack, sorting through the rifles for one that he might like. Jamie started doing the same with the handguns, pausing to handle a Nagant revolver mounted with a suppressor. The concept of a suppressed revolver seemed confusing to her until she dry-fired it a few times, watching the cylinder move forward to seal against the forcing cone of the barrel, different from other revolvers that don’t seal the gap.

“Oh, I see. It seals itself, so the suppressor will work. Neat!” 

“Yeah. Those are useful sometimes. Ammo is hard to find, though.”

A plain-jane Springfield 1911A1 caught Jamie’s eye and she picked it up, checking it for safety before examining it closely. The flat gray, Parkerized finish and non-adjustable sights were standard, but the grips were not; their black-walnut coloring and distinct emblem having been chosen by someone to personalize it. She looked at the design closely and realized that it was a griffin, the mythical beast of lore, with the body of a lion and the head, talons, and wings of an eagle. The carving was made by hand and was incredibly detailed.

“Someone must have really loved this one...” She flipped it up into her sightline experimentally, feeling the weight of the steel and the tension on the trigger as she dry-fired it at a wall.

“Hm?”

“This Springer... It’s got a griffin engraved in black walnut grips and feels great in the hands.”

“Oh, yeah.” He never looked up from the guns to see it. “It used to be mine. I never got it back when I was booted out, and I completely forgot about it when I went to the Beretta. I haven’t fired that gun since I took that forty-four in my shoulder.”

“Is it special to you? I mean... It has a history to it, right?” She was really asking if it were special to him in the way that her necklace was to her: a memento of someone.

“No. It’s just the gun I chose to carry back then, and I bought the grips to help me differentiate it from the millions of others out there.”

“Oh...” It seemed to mean nothing to him, but for some reason she could not put it down. It felt like Michael to her, in the same way that his cologne made her feel comforted. Maybe he didn’t care about it, but she felt like she had to. “Can I keep it?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out.” A glance told him that she was happy with it, and since it’s capacity was similar to her own Walther, he really didn’t worry about her running out of ammo like he had on that fateful night.

“Great!” 

She quickly found the spare magazines for it and loaded them from a box of hollow-points on the shelf above, thumbing out the first round of each topped-off magazine to make sure they weren’t dragging at all. Satisfied, she loaded, cocked and locked it, and slipped it into a leather shoulder holster that she found on the same shelf.

“I feel better already, now that I’m armed.” 

Michael picked up a Browning High-Power, thumbing the action a few times to check it’s mechanical reliability and noting that it was in good condition. The girls certainly knew how to keep things ready for the worst-case scenario.

“Done!” Emily pulled a page from the laser printer and handed it to Michael who glanced it over. 

“That’s good enough.”

“Thermal imaging shows one human form at the site.”

“Hardly a challenge.” He stepped to the clothing rack and quickly changed into a set of black clothes, nodding to Jamie to do the same. Emily watched them change, noting how both were quickly and entirely in the zone, their minds given over to planning their moves.

“Should we make up a plan or wing it?” Jamie pulled her hair back with a rubber band and then tucked it under her hat securely. She pulled on the holster and fastened it, then slipped her black coat over it, checking it to make sure the gun was not printing visibly.

“We’ll wing it. One person guarding a fixed target... It’s barely worth worrying about.”

Jamie frowned at his words, her training telling her to think otherwise. “Complacency breeds sloppiness, Michael. We can’t afford mistakes since we’re outside of the agency’s influence.”

Emmy laughed and pulled her coat on, slipping a Sig Sauer 232 in the pocket. “She sounds just like you sometimes.”

“I know. It’s no end of trouble for me.”


It was still dark, the winter sun still several hours from lightening the sky at all. The cold was amplified by the wind, but the ambient temperature was still only just below freezing, preventing the snow from crusting and causing their footsteps to make slightly less noise than they otherwise would. The blowing wind covered their steps well enough as they ran towards the isolated house, their weapons at the ready and their senses keyed towards any sign of activity from the objective.

Jamie slowed to a careful walk as she approached the door, her steps gentle and silent and then Michael’s hand settled onto her shoulder, the signal to proceed with their plan. They moved as a pair to the door, a side entrance to the attached garage, a place likely to be unguarded. Michael slipped a fiber-optic camera under the door and checked it, catching sight of a small bar at the top of the doorframe and a corresponding piece of metal on the door.

“He’s got an alarm on it. It’s a magnetic type with a powered sensor.” He pulled a small electronic device from his pack and waved it across the doorway where he had seen the sensor. Several lights lit up on the silent device, lights that told him the amount of EM radiation emitted by the power wire for the sensor.

“It’s live. Give me a second here.” He dug in his pack again and came out with a long bar, about four inches on edge, with a battery pack and two wrapped blocks of a clay-like material. He cleared off a spot on the top of the door and unwrapped the putty, kneading it in his fingers quickly and then sticking a blob to a spot, and planting the battery pack firmly into it. The bar he stuck to the doorframe, just above the door and exactly even with the sensor. He flipped on the bar and checked it with the EM sensor, adjusting the bar’s output to match the alarm sensor’s output. It was always dicey with the magnetic types, but if he could trick it, he would be okay.

Jamie had picked the lock in the time in which he had set up, and her hand was ready to twist it open, her Springfield in the other. She watched as Michael finished his task by slipping a sliver of metal into the crack of the door, sliding it along the top until his meter registered a slight change in the magnetic field. At his nod, Jamie carefully turned the knob and slipped the door open, cringing and expecting an alarm to sound their entry. All was silent, however, and she caught a smile on his lips as he pushed it further open and moved inside.

The garage was typical, a small car and numerous pieces of junk everywhere, and a single door leading into the house, a door that showed no signs of being alarmed. He made a hand-motion that instructed Jamie to listen at the door, one of the plethora they had practiced until they could read them fluently. She leaned her head against it and could pick out the sound of a dripping faucet and a noisy refrigerator, but nothing else that seemed out of place in her mind.

This door was not locked and they entered silently, covering their zones and picking their way through carefully, checking their footing often with their night-vision to avoid stepping on or tripping over anything that might make noise. The kitchen and living room were plain but untidy, their owner clearly too busy or lazy to clean much more than he had to.

They were finally at a pair of doors, one leading to the bedroom and the other to a basement, both of them possibly hiding their target. Jamie slipped her night-vision goggles off and blinked several times, working to get her eyes adjusted to the darkness inside the house. Michael checked the bedroom door’s handle and found it locked with a standard keyed-entry affair, like on an outside door. 

Picking a bedroom door lock was foolish with an occupant inside. The metallic noise of lock-picks was a wake-up call for anyone that wasn’t dead to the world. He could see Jamie’s face in his green digital image, her mind searching for the best method of entry. She shrugged to herself and made a motion to indicate a forced breech, a motion they usually reserved for the use of explosives, but he understood what she meant and nodded, stepping back to give her room.

Jamie stepped back to the edge of the kitchen and gauged her run-up, made sure her gun was on safe, and then hurled herself towards the door, the seven steps just enough to get her momentum going. Her body slammed into the door and it slammed open against the wall, the doorknob lodging into the plaster of the wall before it could recoil. Michael spun around the corner to cover the room with his weapon as Jamie ducked down and gripped the 1911 for firing, her thumb naturally resting on the safety and clicking it off in the motion of bringing it to bear.

Their eyes scanned the cluttered bedroom, but there was no target in sight; just the empty, unmade bed and lots of porn magazines laying everywhere. Michael was just working on his next move when a noise from below them made them both move instinctively, stepping quietly and quickly into the living room again and taking aim at the basement door. 

Jamie’s eyes bored hard at the door as her mind worked to pick out any sounds she could use to her advantage, but there was only silence as she stepped closer to the door, reaching out to open it. Her hand had just closed on it when she heard a double click, a noise she hardly had time to think about before Michael grabbed her arm and jerked her away from the door, a move that saved her arm at the least as a double blast from a shotgun ripped through, nearly removing the door from it’s hinges.

Michael knocked the goggles from his head and spun around the door, leveling the Browning and pulling off a shot at man that was ducking to the side of the narrow stairway. The bullet ripped into the drywall and a startled gasp of pain suggested it had landed a glancing blow at the least. 

There was no time to trade spots to send Jamie in first, so he sprinted down, pulling his gun in close to his chest as he rounded the corner, still hoping to catch the man by surprise as he tried to reload the side-by-side shotgun. The man was there, his arms just starting to snap the breech closed, the muzzle coming up to level at stomach height, a very bad place to be in when on the business end. 

Michael instinctively reached out and grabbed the barrel of the full-length gun with a jerk, snapping the breech shut and forcing the hammer to slip from under the thumb of the owner as he started to cock it. The gun fired both barrels into the ceiling, deafening them both and hammering the man with the recoil of the stock, knocking him off-balance. The surprise was plain on his face as Michael simply ripped the gun from his hands, his focus on survival helping him to ignore the heat burning his bare hand on the barrel. Jamie was beside him in another moment and her 1911 was shoved roughly under the man’s chin as she kicked his legs from under him and laid him out flat on the floor, her knees on his waist, pinning him down.

“Don’t even think of moving.” Her eyes were enough to tell the man to do exactly as she said.

“Well, that went well.” Michael looked around at the half-finished basement. It was partly a studio for still photography, with a set of backdrops and lights set neatly aside, but it also had the usual basement attachments of a water-heater and washer-dryer, and even a television. “Nice place. Real cozy.”

“Americans?” The man’s surprise obviously got the better of his mouth, a mouth that was smacked square in the lips by the butt of Jamie’s gun.

“Shut up.”

Michael watched her with more than a hint of concern on his face. She had yet to look at him for his instructions, a surprise considering their moves so far this night had been entirely unplanned. Jamie was entirely on her own command tonight and she was working flawlessly, but something in her body language made him more than wary of her.

“What was he doing down here?”

“Who cares? He’s one of them.” She was even smiling; a smile the man with the bleeding mouth certainly seemed to be afraid of.

“I care. We’re going to need him, Jamie, so try to be nice.”

“Only if he stays quiet until told otherwise.”

Michael glanced about the room, his senses telling him something wasn’t right with it. It seemed normal, but things were missing, things that would make it a room that was being occupied up until the stormed the place.

“No noise...” And there wasn’t. There were no folded clothes, or dirty clothes, by the washer. There was no chair pulled up in front of the television. The photo equipment was all packed away... It was a place where no one had been interrupted by two gun-happy Yankees looking for blood.

“Yeah...”

Jamie pulled out her earplugs and listened closer, catching a garbled sound from tinny speakers. There was a much more noticeable scream from a woman and she was able to pin it down as coming from a nearby wall.

“There!”

“What?” He looked where she was pointing, seeing only a wall with cheap wallpaper.

“Behind the wall. I heard a scream on a TV or something.”

“Really?” He could see now what he had missed. They were not under the bedroom as he had initially thought, but the space behind the wall would be, and that was where the man had been when they destroyed the door upstairs. “How do we get in there?”

“I can’t tell you that! He’ll kill me!”

Michael squatted down next to him and smiled broadly. “If I have to waste my precious time finding it, I’ll be upset, and when I’m upset, people die, and not in pleasant ways. Your buddy Tommy could tell you that... if I hadn’t tortured and killed him. Before I finished him off, he sang like a fucking canary, and you, my unfortunate friend, are not nearly as tight-lipped as he was. So...Do yourself a favor and start talking.”

“I- I don’t know anything!”

Jamie was breathing hard and Michael wondered why until he saw the anger in her face, an anger that had no discernable source. She had never acted like this before.

“Friend... Damn, look, tell me your name so I can stop using these pleasant pronouns!”

“Martin. My friends call me Marty.”

“Well, I’m not your friend, so I’ll call you ‘Shite’ instead. Listen, Shite, Amherst is my real goal here, and everyone else is just in the way. That means that I don’t care whether they live or die, and that means you have exactly one chance to get on my good side, which happens to be the side that hates cleaning blood splatter off of my gun and clothes, and thus lets you live. Are you following me so far, Shite?”

Martin had turned pale at the mention of Amherst’s name and had sunk even further into fear at Michael’s words, so it was no surprise that the cowardly man finally broke at the hope of a singular chance out.

“The button is on the top of the drywall panel, on the left side!”

Michael patted the man on his head as he would a dog, giving him a smile before standing up and holstering his gun.

“That’s what I’m talking about, Shite!” He went to the wall and felt along the top until he found a smooth button amid the rough plaster. A press unlocked a panel in the wall, swinging it outward on spring-pressure far enough to get his fingers on the edge to open it.

“Here, Jamie.” He tossed her a set of zip-cuffs but she failed to catch them in time, forcing her to reach over and pick them up. “Tie him up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Michael opened the door and stepped inside a space larger than his bedroom had been, even before they blew it up. The walls were lined with shelves, most of them filled with VHS and DVD tapes and sleeves. There was a large desk with several racks of editing equipment, analog and digital, and a twenty-four inch monitor for it all, the screen displaying the raw digital playback of a snuff film. He felt Jamie brush against him, stepping further into the room, unable to understand what it was she was looking at.

“What is all this?”

His eyes landed on the nearest shelf, a shelf labeled “1997”, where a collection of VHS, 8millimeter, and even 35mm reels were sitting, organized by a strip of paper on the case of each one. Reading a few, Michael realized that they were labeled by a city, month, and year. He walked further in to the next-to-last shelf, the shelf from the previous year, his eyes scanning through the cities for the one he was expecting to find. He reached out and pulled the box marked “Paris” from its slot and stepped to the editing unit, carelessly tossing out the disk that was in there already. The plain disk went into the machine in its place and he keyed a time-code into the editor, letting the machine read to the spot and play automatically.

The image of Janet Wells’ pale, bloodied corpse popped up on the screen, the only difference from his copy being the time-code that was freeze-framed in the corner. He turned to look at Jamie, wondering if she had realized it all yet.

At first she could only stare at the screen, her eyes locked on the woman from her dreams and the video she had watched. She felt her nerves begin to fray as the feeling of helplessness kicked in again, stronger than ever, and her panicked eyes quickly leaped to the walls of the room and the shelves full of movies. Each of the boxes represented at least one life, many more than one, and she had trouble doing the math in her head. The number she came up with, right or wrong, was staggering- something she simply could not grasp easily.

“Jesus... Oh, God, that many...”

“Jamie-”

“Jesus, Michael, they’re all dead... every single one of them.”

Her eyes were wide and her hands came up to cover her mouth, balled up into fists, a look of helpless fear in her face and through her body.

“Jamie, look at me!” He grabbed her shoulders and pulled her to him in a tight hug, feeling her body shudder as the fear rippled through her very being. “Jamie, please calm down. Please?” He was whispering in her ear, shushing her in an effort to calm her. At first it seemed to work, but she suddenly stiffened, her voice changing to one building towards something terrible.

“Calm down? CALM DOWN?!!?” 

She shoved him hard into the nearest shelf of movies and they collapsed onto him in a heap, the shelves hitting him on the head as they fell. He was stunned by the blows and couldn’t stop her from what she did next, and it was probably just as well that he didn’t try.

Jamie rushed from the room and picked up Martin by his neck, lifting him clear off of the floor where she had hog-tied him on his stomach, and threw him to the floor on his back, the sound of bones crunching and joints tearing, and the awful screams of pain. She growled barbarically as she jumped on his chest and started punching mercilessly, her rage boiling over into her arms and fists, even as tears formed in her eyes. 

Her entire focus was on destroying the man with her bare hands, her eyes alight with the fires of hell, and the guttural sound in her throat from somewhere inside deep inside her. Her thoughts stopped entirely, giving in to the rage inside and letting her body do what felt best, what pleased the part of her that was so dark. She didn’t care what part the man had played in her own story, only that he was one of them, and they all had to die.

The punches continued long after the life left his eyes, her knuckles tearing into his flesh and flinging blood everywhere. The bone had shattered, and she could feel it crackling and shifting as she continued the onslaught, and it felt good, so she continued. There was no room for mercy in death, something she learned that night in Paris. There was only death, and those who deal in it. 

Everyone plays in the game, everyone who lives, and only those who know they are playing in the game are in a position to survive it. She had played in the game but had not known the rules, and like most people walking around, thinking that they were just spectators. That night opened her eyes to the truth; the truth that everyone has to play whether they know the rules or not, and that only those who know the rules can possibly win. It was this knowledge that made her smile as she continued punching the shattered, lifeless skull before her. She was winning the game now, and winning felt good; it felt powerful, just like she knew it would.

Michael watched as Jamie killed the man in her unconstrained, hatred-fueled power. She was no longer his Jamie; at least the look in her eyes was not. The look was the one from the end of the video, the look of hatred that had taken over a few minutes into the slicing of her body. She was now so far gone that he could not be certain she was coming back. He had seen a similar fire in Tanya’s eyes when she had tried to kill him in that alleyway, but this was beyond that. 

The look on his cyborg’s face now was evil, the crimson splatter on her pale face and the maniacal smile on her lips showing a dark side that he had thought only their targets to possess. Evidently he had been wrong. She was no longer his Jamie, and the realization came at the same moment that his arms stretched out in front of him with the Browning, and took aim at her head.

She finally stopped punching and rested; catching her breath and staring with god-like amusement at the destruction she had wrought on the pathetic thing below her. She had killed it. She was now playing the game for keeps, and she had plans to continue unto the end. They had tried to kill her, had succeeded really, and yet she was back to kill them all. What did the rules say about that?

Jamie started laughing, softly at first, but it soon was loud and hearty as she looked at the mess on her hands and clothes, and she took joy in the fact it was still warm, just like Michael had said. At least he had been right about that.

She settled down as she gasped for air, her stomach aching from the laughter and something else, and she finally climbed off of the corpse, brushing a few blondish strands of hair from in front of her eyes as she stood and turned towards Michael. He had his gun in his hands and aimed right at her eyes, and she could see fear in his face, just below the surface.

“What are you going to do with that, Michael? You can’t kill me. You don’t have the guts.” She stepped slowly towards him, but her words didn’t phase his aim.

“Jamie, stand down, now.” He surprised himself by his voice not wavering, something she noticed as well, as she stopped her advance.

“You can’t do it and you know it. You worked so hard to save this girl, to build her back up, to give her yet another family, but what have you really done? You’ve turned her into a monster. She’s a slave to others, and she’s a slave to you.” His gun wiggled at that, a sign of his weakness, so she started to advance again as he thought about it. “We’re all playing the game, Michael. No one can opt out of it, but only a few understand. We have to make it our own, or we will die.”

“It’s not a game, Jamie! It’s a sick, twisted way to live. The only reason that otherwise good people do it is so the innocents are protected.”

“No one protected us, Michael. No one protected the lives on those films!  Not you, not the cops, not even God. There is no Protector. There is no mercy or favor to be granted.” She stepped closer still, daring him to kill her. “John 14:13 ‘I will not leave you comfortless: I will come to you.’ Where the hell was God’s comfort when I needed it?” 

She paused, maybe looking for an answer from him, but her eye was an inch from the muzzle of his gun and he still had not fired to protect himself. He could see her calming some, even in her madness, and there was a slight wobble in her body, as if she was starting to fatigue. Maybe, just maybe, he could wait her out.

“WHERE WAS IT?” She screamed the words, daring God to show Himself and answer her. 

She paused for another long minute, but as she waited for an answer she started to lose control. She was unsteady, fighting to stay upright, and her voice was losing the strength of her conviction. Her breathing became labored, her eyes lost their focus on him, and her last act of defiance was to slap his hands aside, moving the gun away from her face as she sagged to her knees, looking up at Michael.

Her face changed. The angry scowl faded and gave way to a look of exhaustion, and the last words before she passed out were not to God, but to Michael.

“I did it.”

The mind is a terribly interesting thing at times. Within the human mind everything is based on perspective: Beliefs, morality, understanding, even time. They are all subject to variations based on the information the mind has to work with. 

This fact was lost on Michael as he considered the situation at hand. He was in the basement of a house; a house that contained one badly beaten corpse, one unconscious Italian cyborg, a nearly washed-up former CIA agent, and a massive collection of original-copy snuff films. These films belonged to a man who had killed many, including the woman he loved, blew up his home, and had made his presence felt in the lives of countless people. 

Michael had sworn to avenge not just Tanya, but the lives of three young women. This vengeance had resulted in many deaths so far, and it was only going to have more added to the count before it was finished. How many more he really didn’t know or care, but he would know when it was finished. 

The only problem was how to stay alive long enough to get to the end of it all. There was certainly an end, there always was. At some time, the killing would stop- the last smoking piece of brass would bounce off of the floor and roll off somewhere for the cops to find and draw a circle around, and it would all be over.

In his mind he had considered remaining unpredictable as the only way to live, but now he had another tool at his disposal. To keep an enemy off-balance you needed to remain unpredictable... Or make them unable to see your actions.

His enemy had eyes aplenty and skill enough to use them effectively. He was calm, cool, and collected, drawing the strings of his puppets with practiced precision, but the one thing a puppet-master can’t afford to have is shaky hands or a divided attention. Otherwise the illusion is spoiled and the children no longer can suspend belief.

Michael considered the problem and smiled as he looked through the secret door at the library of death. He knew exactly how to shake up the master... How to blind the one-eyed man who ruled the land of the blind.

Jamie’s head slammed to the floor at his feet, snapping him from the thoughts that had blasted their way through his head in the time it took her to fall, so fast was the human mind. He watched her lie there for a moment and debated whether to help her, but there wasn’t much he could do without the conditioning drug that he had left behind in Rome. He would have to wait her out and hope he could control her when she woke up. 

He pulled out his phone and dialed a number.

“Emmy, I’m going to need your help in here. And have Katherine keep her eyes open in case someone shows up.”

“I’m on my way.”

Michael ended the call and stepped back into the library, leaving Jamie on the cold floor. Emily found him sitting at the editing machine several minutes later, swapping out disks in the machine and flipping through the films rapidly to get an idea on the contents. He handed her a DVD case, which she took and glanced at questioningly.

“What is this?”

“Your sister’s tape. I would recommend against watching it. Keep it, destroy it, whatever.”

He glanced up to the shocked look on her face, her eyes fixated on the disk.

“This... This is what she died for?”

“No, that is what they murdered her for. That’s the original, so after that is destroyed, there can only be copies that are destroyed or slowly fade away.”

Emmy looked at him, her eyes showing that she understood his intentions and the thoughtfulness he was giving to her. He had been cold inside since he was shot in Prague, but somewhere in his recent past he had learned to understand the importance of others again. She could trust him to finish what he started, and her sister would be avenged when he was done.

“Here...” She handed the disk back to him with a warm smile. “I think you know what I want done with it.”

“Yeah. I’ll be a little while longer. There are a few of these that we can use to turn up the heat on them.”

“Okay. What about your partner?” She eyed the unmoving form of Jamie behind her, her clothes and skin a bloody mess.

“She’ll be fine. She gets like this sometimes and just needs some time to rest.” The comment was made in a carefree way, but it reflected his mind’s view of the situation. There was really nothing he could do to help her at the moment so he focused his attention to his other task, the collection of data.

“Alright.” Her voice was filled with doubt and concern, but she was certain from the determination in his face that he knew what he was doing. She left Michael alone with the images of death and suffering, knowing that whatever he was planning was going to be a real kick in the balls to their enemy.

He slipped Jamie into the backseat of the car, stretching his shoulder to work out the strain from carrying her, and gently closed it to avoid hitting her. Emmy stood beside him and watched as he pulled a remote detonator from his vest, flipping the safety off. He offered it to the woman, who politely declined, and then pressed down on it. A minute elapsed before flames licked up from the basement inferno, seeking more fuel in the ground floor of the house. All of the videos and film, with the exception of a select few, were now burning to cinders in the accelerant-filled library. None of them would survive; he had made damn sure of that.

There was no way Amherst could keep his cool after his precious art had been destroyed. He would come for Michael in a blind fury, a blindness that Michael was going to use to his full advantage. They had no idea he was in Paris or they would have been ready for him, and they certainly did not expect him to find the place that was burning so well in front of him. He was now a firm step ahead of them in their own game, and a slip of paper in his pocket had the details on their next move, a move he was hoping would be the final one.

Michael turned and walked back to the car, pausing briefly to check on Jamie. With her pale, blood-splattered skin and the crimson stains on her clothes, she looked much the same as he had found her in the warehouse, a thought that sent a hot streak through his blood. Her face was calm now, though, a stark contrast to the cold, hate-fueled look that had been on it earlier. The words she had spoken in her episode were from a part of her that understood much of what they were dealing with, but they weren’t from the Jamie he knew and had cultured. It was the part of her that had nearly killed him on the road, the Jamie that smiled just before she pulled the trigger to extinguish a life.

His hand reached out and pulled a blood-crusted lock of hair from her face, brushing a thumb along her cheek gently. Her words were a sign, of what exactly he wasn’t entirely sure, but they represented a part of her psyche that was growing stronger by the day. Her memory was returning, the memories of Janet Wells, and he could see that she was integrating them into her life as Jamie, without problems for the most part. Her parents and friends, and her music- all were blending into her personality, taking a partial person and making her whole again. She was a stronger person from all of it.

So what was this part of her that had lashed out at him and others? It seemed to be an outlet for her fury, but it had to be more than that. She could get angry in her daily activities, at the times when he had been attacked, and yet in none of those times had she ever lost it like she had earlier. She wasn’t just a killer; she had been outright homicidal, maybe even a sociopath, both drastic departures from her normal self.

The thoughts regarding her mental state encompassed his mind as Emmy drove them to a safe house she had procured. It seemed the least she could do for him given the huge hit he had given to the psychos that killed children. He had not just hurt them, he had insulted them, and that kind of action only served to make people do crazy things, things that knew no bounds. Michael had said that he needed another night before he could leave Paris again, and something in his determination had said that she should at least provide him a small amount of protection.

The safe house was an entirely inconspicuous apartment only a few blocks from the Seine. It was remarkable in its anonymity and it’s rear staircase, a convenience that allowed them to carry Jamie up unnoticed. Emily made sure he knew where everything was and departed, leaving Michael to take care of Jamie, once again as the early morning rays started filtering through the windows. He took a few moments to clean her face with a warm washcloth, pulling her out of the blood-sticking clothes and wrapping her up in a blanket to keep warm. Her hat came off with her shirt and he didn’t bother putting it on again. The agency would be on to them when they returned to Italy, something he simply could not avoid, so the least they could do was provide him with an escort back. For safety reasons, of course.

He gave the sunlight streaming through the windows another glance before he settled onto the floor, leaning against the front of the couch and letting the fatigue slowly close his eyes.

“This must be what Bruce Wayne feels like all of the time-Always falling asleep with the sunrise.”

Jamie finally emerged from the darkness, the place in her mind where there was nothing but her conscience. She felt her body shaking with remembrance of the loneliness and fear she had felt at being utterly alone in that place, as well as the relief of no longer being confined to it. She knew it was all in her mind; it was a place created by her controllers to make her loyal, a place to teach her a lesson about consequences. Jamie hated it, but it was no longer as effective as it had been, and she now knew she only had to wait it out each time, fighting the fear and sensory deprivation with her sniper-conditioned patience. 

The place she had emerged into this time was a warehouse, the same as the one she had been murdered in, and through the dreams and the video it had become a detailed place, the sights and smells, even the echo against the steel roof was now in clear detail. She walked around several stacks of pallets to the place in the lights, the place she knew she and her friends lay dying and dead, expecting to find the now-common sights and smells, a scene she had become somewhat used to now. What she found there this time was different, however, and she could not help but gasp as its implications started to come to her.

Before her lay the scene; the bodies of three women, all bathed in crimson, but there were two additional bodies on the floor. She stepped closer and realized they had been executed, each with their arms bound behind their back and a bullet hole in the back of their skull. Jamie went to the nearest one and looked at the face, the face of Thomas Rutherford. The other one was the man called Martin, the man she had beaten to death in that basement in France.

“A beautiful sight, is it not?”

She spun to face the voice, finding the woman from her dreams standing there, a gun in her pale hand and a smile on her lips. She walked closer to Jamie with a seductive gait, her motions slow and fluid, something Jamie had worked for months to perfect with her body. 

“They’re dead.”

“That’s right, Jamie. And the others will follow in time.” The woman gestured and Jamie turned, finding several more men by the van, all of them tied up and on their knees, patiently awaiting the inevitable execution. 

“What is this?” Her lack of understanding instilled a subtle fear in her; the fear of things to come.

“This is where you and I start taking an active part in our revenge. Michael killed the first one, and in that he deprived you of the satisfaction you felt on the second. He has been preventing you from becoming what you must to survive.” The brunette slowly walked around Jamie and stood before the next victim, lifting his chin to gaze into his eyes.

“Michael is trying to protect me!”

“Yes, and in that he is making you weak and depriving you of the feeling of satisfaction. To make it to the end, you must believe whole-heartedly in what we want.” She leaned close to the man and kissed him, taking pleasure in the fear in his eyes. She pulled away after a moment and stepped behind him, a wicked smile on her lips. “The kiss of death... a promise of things to come, Jamie; a promise to seek the total destruction of an individual with all your heart and soul.”

“I can’t do that! I’m not you!”

“And those men in the bar? You did so well there, baiting them into relaxing their guard and then killing them like swine... I’m proud of you, Jamie.”

“That was part of the job!” She slammed her hands down on the top of a crate in frustration. “Tanya taught me how to be more than just a cyborg! She taught me that I can be a woman as well. All I did there was put it together to be more effective.”

“And effective it was.” She stepped behind Jamie and put a hand on her shoulder, leading her to stand behind the men. “Now you just have to take things the next step and embrace the feeling you had then. It felt good, didn’t it? There was a feeling of doing something so right, so just. Killing men who killed without remorse; there’s a poetic justice to it all.” The woman put the gun in Jamie’s hands, her own hands wrapped around them, sharing the moment as she whispered in her double’s ear.

“It’s time for us to join together to kill them, to kill them all. You are weak in that you cannot break free of their control. It is only when you are paralyzed with fear and loneliness that I can break through and fight with the hatred we both feel. I could feel you fighting me even as you took joy in our vengeance. Why were you fighting?”

“You were going after Michael!”

“He’s in our way, Jamie. He’s holding us back. If we are to make it to the end, no one can be allowed to stand in our way.”

“Michael is trying to help us! He loves us, why else would he do what he does?”

“You’ll find out eventually. I won’t tell you because it will be so much more delicious when he has to do it himself. Then you will know how little trust he really deserves. Now...” She raised their arms to take aim at the man she had kissed. “Kill him and make us whole again.”

“NO!”

Jamie broke free of her arms and shoved her backwards, a scowl of hatred aimed at her doppelganger. She could admit that this woman before her used to be her, but they were certainly different now.

“I don’t know how and when you became so hateful, Janet, but you’re letting that hate blind you. Hatred can only take us so far. Yes I want to kill them all for what they did to us, but going it alone would be a fatal mistake. Our loneliness is our weakness, a weakness we can’t defeat. We can only succeed with the help and support of those who love us, and Michael is the only person we have now. I won’t give you control, and I will fight you every time you try to take it from me.” 

Jamie felt sick, a feeling her double noticed and smiled at.

“You’re going back now, Jamie. Things are going to happen, terrible things, and you will see that the only way forward is together.”

“I’ll make it just fine without you.” The pulling started, this time more of a relief than feared.

“We’ll see...”

