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CHAPTER 1


There were two Ray Garrisons. One of them worried about his mortgage, took pride in his ’64 Ford Mustang convertible, despaired over the Warriors and, most importantly, loved his wife. That Ray Garrison only sometimes thought about the bodies he left on the ground. Operationally, when action was imminent the first Ray Garrison got locked in a box and the second Ray Garrison came out to play, and he was a stone-cold, pipe-hitting professional.


And so, it was the second Ray Garrison who leaned casually against the alley wall in downtown Mombasa, concealed by deep shadow, watching a stray dog trot through puddles left by the previous night’s rain. Sweat prickled his skin even this early in the day, as the hot sun lanced down between the crumbling buildings crowding in overhead. It felt like he was always being tasked to go somewhere hot for jobs like these. Except for Afghanistan. It was cold up in the mountains there. Iraq had been hot, but not humid like here in Mombasa.


A mural caught his eye: a blindfolded woman, a tear running from her eye. Washing hung overhead, and the cramped alleyway was littered with crates of empty bottles, plastic tubs full of water, hanging fruit, even a stripped-out car. He suspected that the nice middle-class folks back home would see the alley as being strewn with trash. Garrison had been around enough to know it was just life. People lived here and chances were they were going to be woken today by the sound of gunfire. It probably wouldn’t be the first time. Mombasa had its problems with crime. They had heard gunfire before. Crime or black ops, a bullet was a bullet.


Noticing movement from one of the windows, Garrison shifted slightly, readying his weapon, but it was just a young boy looking out into the alleyway. Garrison was far enough back in the shadows and knew he couldn’t be seen. He willed the boy to go away. Hoped he knew enough to keep his head down when the bullets inevitably started flying. These days, wars weren’t fought how they used to be. Now it was all urban combat: fighting close-quarter battles in built-up areas. CQB seemed to have been his life for the last fourteen years since he signed up on September 12th. No matter how careful you were it had its cost in collateral damage. Such considerations were something for the first Ray Garrison to worry about. Right here, right now, he had to secure the objective, keep himself and his people safe. And get home to Gina. He locked down that thought. That was a Ray Garrison One thought, and out here it would get him killed.


The little boy had gone from the window.


“Echo Five in position.” He heard Victor’s quietly spoken words over his tac radio.


“Spartan One in position,” Daniels, the other elite Marine Raider with Garrison, said over the radio. Both were Tier One special forces operators, like himself.


“Check your corners,” Echo Five said. The message wasn’t meant for Garrison. He was watching a door in the wall of the dilapidated two-story tenement building opposite his position. Despite the peeling blue paint, and the criss-cross pattern, the door looked surprisingly solid. He was cursing the speed with which this ad hoc rescue operation had been flung together. They had not had time to plan properly, which had, in turn, meant that important things, like breaching charges, had been forgotten. Still, the ground outside the door was littered with cigarette butts. He was going to get the bad guys to open the door for him. It was only a matter of time before one of the tangos, one of the targets, would need a smoke.


A dog barked deeper in the alley. Probably the same dog he’d seen earlier. Garrison’s eyes flicked toward it. Nothing.


The door opened. Garrison suppressed a smile. A man leaned out, big, white and pale enough that he couldn’t have been in Kenya long. He was wearing a T-shirt, BDU pants and combat boots, a bandanna wrapped tightly around his head. This was practically the uniform of the wannabe paramilitary thug. His assault rifle was slung over his back in precisely the way that would get him killed if a firefight kicked off right now. Amateur hour. This time Garrison did smile. Taking down amateurs was easier than dealing with someone who knew what they were doing. The only real problem amateurs presented was that they could be unpredictable.


The gunman took a long drag on his cigarette and looked down the alley to see the dog snuffling around on the floor next to a discarded tire. Then, apparently satisfied, he disappeared back into the building, letting the door slowly swing closed behind him. Didn’t look hard enough, pal, Garrison thought as he stepped out of the shadow and into the bright, hot, early morning African sun. M4A1 carbine at his shoulder, ready, Garrison moved across the alleyway. For a big man he was very quiet. He reached the door just before it clicked shut. He heard shouting inside the building: Russian accents. He could probably try and guess what the mission was about, who these Russians were, but if Marine Special Operations Command had wanted him to know, they would have told him. His job was to prosecute the target. Nothing more, nothing less.


“Contact, building two, ground floor,” Garrison told the rest of his fireteam over the tac radio. Both Victor and Daniels were good men, solid marines. Garrison had served with them for more than five years. They’d been in some dark places together. Their worst day had seen the three of them trapped in a karez, a kind of underground irrigation tunnel, in the tribal region of Pakistan, hunted by Al Qaeda fighters. Ray had been convinced that they were going to die that day. That mission had been hell. This job, in contrast, would be much easier.


Focus, he told himself.


Time to improvise. Ray knocked on the door before pulling back against the wall.


It got real quiet.


Gunfire violated the silence of the Mombasa dawn. Lead tore through flimsy wood at supersonic speed, chewing holes in the door.


Sometimes Garrison thought the familiar chatter of AK-47s was the ambient soundtrack of his life. Stray bullets flew past where he was hunkered against the stonework and impacted the wall opposite creating puffs of powdered brick. They were firing blind. Just as he thought: amateur hour.


“Echo, Spartan, close in.”


“Roger. En route.”


“Sixty seconds.”


Garrison paid the comms chatter little heed. He had confidence that the rest of his team knew their job.


The shooting stopped when the gunmen had blazed through all thirty rounds in each of their magazines. It would take an experienced marine just over a second to reload an assault rifle; these guys, a bit longer.


Garrison removed a flashbang grenade from a pouch on his tac gear. He pulled the pin, let the spoon pop but kept hold of it, cooking it, counting. At the very last moment he flung it through the hole the blind fire had made in the door. The grenade detonated in midair, bright phosphorescent light leaking through Garrison’s closed eyes, concussive thunder temporarily deafening him. Taking less than a moment to recover Garrison swung round and advanced through the perforated door, M4 at his shoulder again.


Situational awareness: some kind of large open storage area, collapsible chairs around a fire pit to keep away the chills of the cool African night, the early morning sunlight streaming down through the skylights, illuminating motes of dust in the air and the two stunned gunmen staggering around, their assault rifles empty.


The recoil from the M4 was somehow comforting as the weapon’s collapsible stock punched back into his shoulder. Two short efficient bursts, the muzzle flash lighting up the storage area, and the bullets caught the gunmen center mass. He kept moving, stepping over their bodies. Checking the area, the M4 twitching left, right. He noted crates filled with taped-up packages, probably drugs. Not his problem.


There was a flight of stairs just to the right of the door connected to a second-story walkway that ran around the storage area. That was a threat: the walkway would make an excellent elevated firing position. Garrison had his weapon up as he circled round, looking for movement. Nothing.


Satisfied the area was clear he made his way, quickly and quietly, up the stairs and onto the walkway.


A loosely held AK-47 appeared in an adjoining doorway as a third gunman fired blindly, spraying bullets. Garrison didn’t stop as holes appeared in the wall all around him. A stray round caught him in the shoulder. He grunted in pain, grimaced, but it was clean, through the meat, he knew the difference. Unpredictable amateurs, he thought as he suppressed the pain. He got an angle on the shooter, squeezed off another three-round burst and another body hit the floor.


Moving quickly, legs bent, providing a stable platform for his weapon, trying to ignore the pain in his shoulder, the blood trickling down under his body armor, Garrison was round the corner and into a ratty-looking apartment. Slashes of light shone through the gaps in the boarded-up window revealing peeling paint and plaster, exposed cinder block, an ancient-looking cathode-ray-tube TV and a fourth gunman. He held a pump-action shotgun leveled at the hostage. The hostage was a blond man in his mid-forties, an American, the mission objective. The mission objective looked terrified.


“Drop your gun!” the man with the shotgun all but screamed.


Garrison’s eyes flicked left and right, imperceptibly, checking his periphery. Then he held up his hand as if to say, “Okay, okay...” as he eased the M4 down, and then took his helmet off in a bid to look less threatening, laying it on a crate pushed up against the wall.


“On our way!” Echo Five told him over comms. Garrison could hear the typewriter-chatter of suppressed gunfire as the rest of the fireteam closed in. It was written all over the face of the man with the shotgun; he knew what was about to happen to him.


“Tell me what you want,” Garrison said to distract him, play for time.


“Helicopter! Now!” It was a fantasy and everyone in the room knew it.


“Nearly there...” Spartan One told him.


Garrison could hear heavy boots on the stairs, which meant the man with the shotgun could as well. The gunman had the barrel of his weapon pressed hard against the mission objective’s head, the trigger already partially depressed. Another ounce or two of pressure and their mission objective would be a red stain on the wall. The hostage looked as though he was ready to expire from fear before the buckshot even ripped his skull open like an egg.


“And tell them to back off!” the man with the shotgun demanded.


“Alpha One, stand down, sitrep stable,” Garrison told the rest of the fireteam over the tac radio, and then to the man with the shotgun: “See? No problem. Now. You want a helicopter, I need a phone.”


The man with the shotgun stared at him. Garrison could see hope and plain ole’ common sense warring in the gunman’s eyes. He wasn’t dealing with fanatics here. Few people genuinely wanted to die, and in Garrison’s experience the desperate would cling onto the slightest chance of life like it was a burning life raft.


“There!” The man nodded toward the corner of the room as hope won the war. Garrison glanced into the corner of the room toward a bench table with some dirty plates and empty beer bottles on it.


“Where?” he asked, just a touch of confusion in his voice.


The man with the shotgun took his weapon off the hostage and pointed into the corner of the room. Amateur hour.


“Th—”


Garrison’s sidearm had already cleared its drop holster by the time the gunman realized his mistake and swung his shotgun back toward Garrison. Too late. Garrison fired twice. The muzzle flash from the shotgun filled his vision. He felt the impact on the ballistic plate of his body armor then heat in his side as buckshot tore through flesh. He staggered and then went down. The rest of the fireteam hit the room like gangbusters. His side felt wet. As his vision blurred and sounds started to fade he wondered if this would be the GSW that finally killed him. The last thing he saw was the shit-scared-looking target package. The package was alive though. So, there was that...




CHAPTER 2


Garrison wasn’t dead. Not unless the cargo bay of a C-17 Globemaster III was heaven, or more likely hell for some of the things that Ray Garrison Two had done. He’d passed out, their corpsman had patched him up, the rest of Alpha One had given him shit for getting shot, again. Life rolled on, however, this time anyway. It had left Garrison wondering just how many more times bullets could pass through his flesh before one took, permanently. Just recently the operational tempo had stepped up from busy to crazy.


The ramp came down. The California sunlight flooded in and with it came the, mercifully dry, heat. Garrison stepped down onto the runway at the Marine Corps’ Air Station at Camp Pendleton. It wasn’t quite home but he’d been here often enough to feel a familiar sense of relief that he had made it back again. He nodded to the rest of the team as the still shaky mission objective was escorted away. Victor and Daniels were doing him a solid by looking after the hostage. They knew who he had waiting. He searched the heat haze, looking for her. Now it was time for the second Ray Garrison to go back in the box and for the devoted, loving husband to be let out.


He found her. He took off his BDU jacket and lifted his bag, wincing from the wound in his side and his shoulder, and then he was striding across the hot asphalt toward her. The only way he could square the violence, the horror, the blood in the sand, and the pain of what he did with the time he spent with his smart, tough, kind, and endlessly patient wife, Gina Garrison, was to keep both worlds completely separate. Totally compartmentalized. Sometimes, late at night, when the memories of the things he had seen plagued him, it wasn’t so easy. Now, with her so close, Gina was the only thing that really mattered.


Gina wore a short lace dress that Garrison had always liked, and her long, wavy blonde hair blew in the warm Californian wind. Leaning against the ’64 Mustang convertible she looked like a ’60s It girl pinup, effortlessly beautiful. He dropped his bag.


“You’re late,” he told her.


“You’re early,” she said grinning and then they were in each other’s arms. Garrison lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around him. They held each other so tightly there was almost a desperation to it. No words required. Only now that the other Garrison was in the box did he truly feel the ache of how much he missed her when he was away completing a mission.


*   *   *


The sun burned gold where the sky met the sea as the Mustang raced along a near-empty stretch of the Pacific Coast Highway. They were just north of Ragged Point, with the woods and the mountains of the Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park on their right. The water of the Pacific was the color of liquid metal as it lapped against the cliffs far below but Garrison didn’t care about that. He was watching his wife as she put the aging muscle car through its paces, working the stick like a pro, hair blowing in the warm wind.


“Where do you wanna go?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the road. “The mountains? The desert?”


“I want you to choose,” he told her.


She laughed.


“You know I’ll choose water.” Gina loved the ocean; he’d often joked that she was part fish, some kind of mermaid. “You really don’t care?” she asked after a moment or two. She’d found a pair of hair sticks and gripped them in her mouth as she started twisting her hair to keep it out of her face. It was a shame. Garrison liked watching her hair blowing in the wind.


“Are you going to be there?” he asked, grinning.


She took the sticks from her mouth and slid them into her hair.


“Obviously.”


“All I need to hear.” He’d all but expected to get side-eyed for something so corny. Instead her hand found his on the bench seat. He knew she’d missed him, worried over him because she’d been to more than one military funeral. He had no idea how he had ended up with her. What he had done to deserve her. Why she had chosen to speak to the broken-down marine she had seen in the bookshop’s cafe. She just hadn’t seemed the sort of person who would be interested in someone like him. He banished those thoughts from his mind as he turned his eyes back to the open road. Right now, he decided, this was as good as it got.


*   *   *


Garrison hadn’t even caught the name of the place. Some hideaway that looked as though it had been untouched since the eighteenth century. It was rustic, peaceful and not infested with tourists and the commercialization that accompanied them. Somehow Gina always seemed to find these kinds of places. He wondered how many towns like this were left in California. He ate orange slices from a local orchard as they walked through a bustling pier market. Stalls of fresh produce and freshly caught fruit on one side of them, the harbor and its fleet of fishing boats on the other. The vibrancy and colors of the market were in contrast to the dark sentinel mountains that surrounded the tiny coastal town on three sides. The orange slices tasted incredible, as though they’d been handed down to mortal man by the gods themselves. On the other hand, he’d been eating MREs for the last two weeks so a chilli dog would have tasted like ambrosia.


They had both showered and changed at the boutique hotel Gina had booked them into. Now in civvies, Garrison’s transformation from warrior back to husband was complete. Gina was wearing white again, this time a longer but nearly diaphanous summer dress.


As Gina was buying more fruit, tossing it into her bag, Garrison watched a couple of the local kids squirting each other with water guns. He couldn’t help but smile. He would like children of his own but neither of them had any illusions about just how dangerous his work was.


He took a bit of the orange slice, tucking the peel behind his lips in his best Don Corleone impression, hands up, curling his fingers into claws, play-acting the monster. He could hear Gina laughing as the grinning kids soaked him with the water guns. He mimed getting shot and then winced as pain lanced up his side from his most recent wound.


“Careful kids, he’s damaged goods,” Gina warned the children. It was good-natured but he heard something in her voice.


“I’m fine,” Garrison told her. “A couple of weeks with you and I’ll be good as new.”


He smiled at her but the aggravated, still-healing wound was throbbing. It seemed the older he got, the longer it took for each new hurt to heal.


“Come on, we need to get you to bed.” He could hear the concern in her voice.


“I was just thinking the same thing,” he told her, grinning.


She looked at him, trying to remain serious for a moment but failing in the face of his good humor, and her face cracked into a smile despite herself.


Times like this it all just felt too good to be true.


*   *   *


Sweat beaded Garrison’s skin in the gray light as he lay with Gina among the rumpled sheets. He was on the edge of sleep, having recovered his breath, the post-coital glow fading to warm contentment. In the soft flickering candlelight, he couldn’t think of a single place he’d rather be than lying by his wife’s side in the hotel room.


He felt Gina’s fingers running across his torso, tracing the map of his service to his country written in scar tissue on his flesh. He felt her eyes on the clean dressing on his shoulder, his side, felt her tense slightly.


“Do you think someday, just once, you could come back in the same shape you left?” she asked.


It didn’t quite spoil the moment. Garrison focused on the positive; this was just the concern of the woman he loved. It was understandable. He just didn’t have a good answer.


“You don’t like scars?” he asked, trying to make light of it, though he didn’t look at her.


“I don’t mind the scars. I just don’t like the stories they tell.”


It appeared they weren’t going to be making light of it. He looked at Gina, her eyes dark pools in the dim light. She was beautiful regardless of their recent exertions, perhaps more so because of them.


“I always come home.” He willed her to see the promise of his words in his eyes. The window was open a crack, he could hear the gentle lapping of the water against the harbor walls. A cool sea breeze stirred the gauzy curtain that hung over the bed.


“I’m just saying... at some point...” she started. Garrison could see where this was going, hear just how carefully she was trying to frame it. “Your body can’t do this forever.”


She was right. He knew she was right. An operator had a shelf life, physiologically and mentally. Everything had a breaking point. Despite his love of the life even Garrison had begun to feel the operational tempo was too much, and if it continued at this level it would eventually take its toll in body bags with flags draped across them. It was almost as if there was some unifying force behind the bad guys they’d been taking down, some kind of grand plan that they were racing to keep up with. The Mombasa operation had been sloppy. There hadn’t been enough time to plan properly, too reactive, not enough intel. It was nobody’s fault, just the cards they’d been dealt, but as a result he’d gotten shot, again.


He knew it preyed on Gina’s mind, it always had. It was exacerbated because he couldn’t talk to her about it. Gina had had no illusions about what she was getting into when they’d married, so it must have really been getting to his wife for her to bring it up now. It was just that right here, right now, it was pretty much the last thing Garrison wanted to talk about.


“What do you know about what my body can do? And for how long?” he asked propping himself up on an elbow, grinning, the wooden frame of the antique bed creaking under him.


Gina laughed despite herself. She would know that they would have the hard conversation eventually. He didn’t run from things like that and he didn’t think it was going to be that hard because he agreed with her. It was just a matter of exit strategy; what a guy like him would do outside of the Raiders Regiment, let alone the Corps, so that he didn’t go crazy in the civilian world. But that was a conversation for later.


“Maybe I just need a little... re-education.”


Wrapping his muscular arms around her, he pulled her back down into the bed.




CHAPTER 3


The morning sun crept into the hotel room. Garrison woke with a start. He’d been somewhere else in his dream, somewhere much worse. He rolled over. Gina was gone. A moment of irrational panic, of displaced operational paranoia, and he was sitting up, scanning the room, until he found the note under the ashtray on the bedside table. Scrawled on the back of a receipt were the words: Went to get us breakfast, back soon.


He sat on the bed, feeling both relieved and foolish. This wasn’t Iraq, Afghanistan, or any of the other troubled places he’d plied his trade. He was still on edge. It was still part of the operational comedown bleeding through from that other Ray Garrison supposedly secure in his box until he was needed. It took him back to their almost conversation of the previous night. Garrison knew he only had so many more operations in him.


*   *   *


Shaving, Garrison decided, was one of the pillars of civilized existence. After a shower, after a comfortable bed, being able to take your time with a good razor was the best sign that you were back in the world. Garrison was amusing himself with his musings on personal grooming when he heard the noise from the other room. Just a click. So quiet he wasn’t sure he’d even heard it.


“Gina...?” he called but there was something furtive about the noise, something not Gina about it, even if she had been trying to be quiet, trying not to wake him.


His eyes flicked to the left and he reached for the shaving mirror, angling it so he could look through the steam to the open bathroom door and out into the hotel room.


Movement. A volley of suppressed weapon fire but it sounded wrong. Not bullets. Tranquilizer darts smashed the mirror, fragmenting Garrison’s reflection, but he’d already moved. The first gunman peered into the steamy room, weapon at the ready, but the reflection in the mirror had confused him and Garrison just wasn’t where the gunman had expected him to be. It was the other Ray Garrison who came out of the steam and grabbed the gunman and pulled him into the bathroom. It was the Ray Garrison who was supposed to stay in his box when he was home.


Garrison squeezed the throat of the first gunman in a death grip. When the second gunman rushed into the bathroom Garrison threw himself back, dragging the first gunman with him, and slamming into the second. Battering him into the tiled wall of the bathroom, pinning him there. Garrison relished the fear in the first gunman’s eyes, the realization that he’d walked into the wrong room, a room with a feral animal in it, even as the life was being squeezed out of him. Garrison’s own face was a mask of pitiless fury at this violation. Both of the gunmen were firing wild, tranq darts going everywhere but into Garrison’s flesh. He threw an elbow back and heard a grunt of pain. Pushed the first gunman back by his throat, hopefully hard enough to damage his windpipe, and then he was grabbing the darts and stabbing them into his two attackers before they could recover. He did this until the first gunman fell over. The second he flung to the floor, smashing the toilet on the way down.


He wanted to kill them, needed to kill them as a tactical requirement, he didn’t want to leave them behind him. Looking down on them he knew so many ways to do so. One thought battered its way through the focused, disciplined rage, however: Gina!


He started running.


*   *   *


Ray Garrison Two sprinted through the corridor leading to the hotel’s reception area. He slammed into a tall bearded man, knocking him to the floor. A quick assessment of the man on the floor classified him as unthreatening and he spent another precious few moments checking his surroundings. No Gina. Thinking of his wife as a tactical priority did nothing to lessen Garrison’s desperation, his need to find her.


His steps faltered. His legs felt strange. The ocean beyond the hotel’s glass doors went blurry. His legs felt like rubber now but he knew he had to keep going, had to find Gina. Then they went from under him and he was on his knees.


“Mate, you alright?” An accent, Brit—no, Australian.


Garrison slumped backward and found himself staring at the ceiling, unable to move. He was filled with panic and impotent rage as he just couldn’t force his body to do what he needed it to, what it should be able to do. Someone was leaning over him. It was the tall man he’d knocked over whose garish shirt and hat just screamed tourist. He was twirling something between his fingers. Garrison’s thoughts weren’t working as fast as they should and it took a moment for him to work out what the item was. An auto injector. His realization of the object’s purpose was accompanied by a cold thrill of panic, and then the world went away.




CHAPTER 4


Music. Something old. Seventies or maybe eighties, not quite his taste but he definitely knew the track. He wracked his brain trying to remember the song.


“Psycho Killer,” by Talking Heads. He was absurdly pleased that he’d recognized the track before the singing had started. “Qu’est-ce,” but something was very wrong. “Que c’est.” He couldn’t move his hands. “Fa-fa-fa.” There was something on his face, material of some kind, a hood. “Fa-fa-fa.” The air smelled of blood, of meat, and wherever he was it was very cold. “Fa-fa-fa better...” The fight in the bathroom. The Australian tourist. He’d been drugged!


Gina!


The hood was torn off and Garrison was blinded by a bright white light.


“There he is. Wakey wakey.”


The Australian! Garrison recognized the voice. He was pretty sure he was going to need a very compelling reason not to kill this guy. Other than being tied to a chair?


He blinked away the spots of bright light in his vision, pulling focus. It looked and more than a little bit smelled like they were in some kind of slaughterhouse. Details were difficult, however, as someone had a painfully bright light shining straight in his face.


Garrison tested his restraints, not surprised to find that they were secure. The bright light was clever. It meant he couldn’t see his surroundings clearly, but the longer he sat there, the more he could make out as his eyes adjusted. Through the glare he could just about see the joints of beef hanging all around them. So far he had only seen one guy, the Australian. That was good news. He was sure that given enough time he could also get out of his restraints. If he could break free he was pretty sure he could snap the Australian in two, and then he’d have a gun. As he tried to work through possible ways out of this situation his thoughts kept on drifting to Gina. Ray Garrison One was interfering with Ray Garrison Two’s business and he needed to focus on what was important. Living. Only if he were alive would he be able to make sure that Gina was okay.


“Who—” he started and the Australian was in his face, all but a shadow with the light behind him, dancing, mouthing the “fa-fa-fa” words of the song. He looked ridiculous as he danced around in the long puffer-coat he wore over T-shirt and shorts, and he was rocking the socks and sandals look. There was nothing ridiculous about the .45 he had stuffed through his belt, however.


“Never gets old. Now. You were saying?”


Garrison was left with the very strong impression that this guy loved both his work and Talking Heads. Garrison had never had a strong feeling about New Wave music before, but he was really starting to dislike this particular track.


“Who are you?”


“I’m the guy who ruined your vacation,” the Aussie told him, smiling. Yeah, he was definitely enjoying himself. He also wasn’t wrong. “Name’s Martin Axe.”


Garrison tensed. That wasn’t good. He shouldn’t have shared a name, even a pseudonym. There was no need. Unless...


“That’s one for you. Now, one for me. Who tipped you off to the hostage in Mombasa?”


Shit! Garrison went cold. This wasn’t random. It was targeted. Axe was, or worked for, a major player. It was connected to whatever the Russians had been up to in Mombasa. He just prayed that Gina was clear of it as he lolled his head back against the chair he was tied to. He knew that pain was on its way. He had done counter-interrogation training. It was just about every marine’s nightmare, particularly special operators. He had never expected to have to use what he had learned in California, however. He knew everyone broke in the end. It was a matter of self-preservation. Barring somehow managing to get free he would hold out as long as possible, then tell them whatever faintly plausible-sounding bullshit he could concoct, then they would kill him and he would never see Gina again.


Stop thinking about your wife, Ray Garrison Two told him, let me out of the box. Except it wasn’t that easy, because this time Gina was somewhere within the theatre of operations.


“Right. I suspected you might clam up. Which is why I brought some additional motivation...” Axe told him, and then turned and nodded.


Garrison twisted his head. He knew what was going to happen before they wheeled her in. It hadn’t stopped him from praying that it wasn’t so. Any resolve to hold out dissolved as two of Axe’s flunkies dragged in a chair with a bound and gagged Gina in it. The terror, the desperation in her eyes felt like a knife through Garrison’s chest.


“Wait. Listen, I don’t know,” Garrison was pleading now. “That’s not my job. I go where they point me.”


Axe looked unconvinced. There was a horrible inevitability in the way this whole thing was playing out. Garrison twisted his head to look at Gina; he wanted to tell her that it would all be okay but knew the truth would be written all over his face and his wife could read him like a book. The panic he felt overwhelmed even the red-hot spike of hatred he felt toward Axe, toward someone who would dare to hurt his wife. He had never felt this helpless before.


“Once more then: Who tipped you off?” Axe asked. He sounded almost disappointed with Garrison’s truculence as he pulled Gina’s gag away from her mouth. She opened her mouth to say something but suddenly she was focused on the pneumatic bolt pistol, the kind that was used to slaughter cattle, that Axe was holding. She was too frightened to speak.


Axe turned to Garrison and squeezed the trigger of the bolt pistol. A six-inch stainless steel bolt shot out of it. When he pushed the gun against Gina’s temple, Garrison understood what true desperation really was.


“Can she handle all six inches?” Axe asked, looking down at her, clearly excited at the prospect. Garrison pulled at his restraints, the zip-ties tearing into his skin, drawing blood. He needed Axe to take his hungry psychotic eyes off his wife, to focus on him instead.


“Look at me... Look at me!” His voice thick with emotion. Axe turned to look at him. “If I knew, I’d tell you. Ask me anything else, anything. But this I can’t tell you. Because I don’t know!” Looking straight into Axe’s eyes, trying to find something human there, trying to convey the truth of his words, somehow.


“I believe you,” Axe finally told him, lowering the bolt pistol.


Garrison couldn’t recall ever feeling more relieved in his life. Tears were streaming down Gina’s face.


“Ray... Ray...” she was trying to tell him something through the tears, the terror.


“It’s gonna be okay, baby... I promise,” he told her, praying it wasn’t a lie.


Axe turned off the music and looked over at Gina.


“Bad news, baby. It’s not gonna be okay,” he told her.


Axe put the pistol to her head. Six inches of stainless steel shot through her skull with a sickening crunch and quickly retracted with a snap. And just like that his strong, vibrant, smart, beautiful wife ceased to exist. It took a moment, a moment that stretched into forever as time slowed, forcing Garrison to absorb Gina’s death in excruciating detail. She hit the floor like so much dead meat, another slaughtered carcass.


Garrison’s world became rage as he tore at the restraints, fighting to break free. He would kill Axe with his bare hands, his teeth, taste the other man’s blood.


“YOU ARE NOTHING! YOU DON’T EXIST ANYMORE! I PROMISE YOU... I WILL FIND YOU AND END YOU! YOU BETTER KILL ME NOW BECAUSE YOU WILL NOT GET A SECOND CHANCE!”


Axe appeared to consider the threat as Garrison felt his restraints give. He was dimly aware of the pain of his thumb dislocating as wood splintered and he tore himself partially free of the chair he’d been tied to.


Calmly, Axe drew the .45 from his belt and aimed it at Garrison.


“Thanks for the advice.”


And then Garrison’s vision was full of the fire from the muzzle flash.




CHAPTER 5


The mouse’s corpse had been both exsanguinated and eviscerated. KT slid the tiny body into the medical incinerator for disposal. According to Dr. Harting this was what it meant to live on the “bleeding edge” of science. It was an easier place to live when part of a black ops facility. You never heard the word “ethics.”


“I’m sorry my little friend,” she said and activated the incinerator. Everything useful had been harvested from the creature. It was only the flesh that remained, the hollow shell that burned. She wondered if that was his eventual fate. The incinerator hummed. It wasn’t much of a send-off.


Not for the first time she wondered why they were still doing animal trials. The words “needless cruelty” occurred to her but then she remembered what she was about to do. Maybe it wasn’t “needless,” maybe, but it was certainly cruel.


KT heard the door hiss open behind her.


“Are you ready?” the doctor asked.


She didn’t turn around.


No, KT thought, fingering the coin in her pocket.


“Yes,” she told him.




CHAPTER 6


It dreamed of machines. Not it. He. He knew he was male. He dreamed of machines, huge alien machines with their own music. A vast sprawling network colonizing a gray, strangely familiar landscape of rolling hills interspersed with rivers of neon blue light. Millions of strange mechanical creatures built the network.


He opened his eyes.


“Project Bloodshot procedure log... transfusion complete.” The voice was female, expressionless.


Bloodshot: Typically used to describe eyes that are inflamed or tinged with blood, often as the result of tiredness.


He wondered where that had come from.


Transfusion: The act of transferring blood, blood product or other fluid into the circulatory system of a person or animal.


It felt like there was something in here with him, helping him think. If that was the case then he had a question: Who am I?


Silence.


He felt cold metal beneath him. An autopsy table.


Autopsy: A post-mortem examination—


Stop!


The voice inside went silent. Post mortem. Was he dead? If so then why was he able to think and feel? Though not remember? Or move!


“Commence bioelectrical charge.”


That didn’t sound good.


Bioelectrical: Of or relating to the electric phenomena—


He quashed the voice once again.


“Seventy-five percent...” It was the same woman’s voice.


He tried to move. He couldn’t. He felt unnaturally cold. Then the sickening realization: He was trapped in a corpse!


“Full cycle.”


Electricity surged through him. Muscles spasmed, his back arched, lifting him off the table, he smelled something like ozone before he thumped back down onto the cold metal. Information crackled through his brain to become signals he then interpreted as pain. There for a moment and then gone. A dim red light illuminated his immediate surroundings.


He watched as some kind of mechanical surgical apparatus folded back up through the freezing fog, away from his body, like an insect’s sting. The ceiling was mirrored. Through the chemical mist he caught glimpses of himself. A powerfully built man in his thirties, corpse pale, his body covered in electrodes wired up to unseen machinery. The red glow that suffused the room was coming from a perfectly circular scar in the middle of his chest. He knew enough about human physiology – and he was pretty sure that he was human – to know this wasn’t right. He shouldn’t have a glowing scar in the center of his chest.


He sat up, sucking in breath as though for the first time. He was somehow aware of the chemical changes caused by the adrenaline surge as it coursed through him. He grabbed a fistful of wires and started tearing the electrodes off of his body while looking around. Other than the autopsy table, the medical equipment, and the circular track lighting hanging from the ceiling, the room was bare. There was a familiarity to it, however. He felt as though he should know this place, that he had either been here, or somewhere very like it, before. He reached for a memory, seeing flashes of this room, but he couldn’t be sure if what he was remembering was real or just the deja vu of the last few moments since he had regained consciousness playing back to him on a psychosomatic loop.


“Psychosomatic.” The word sounded strange – foreign – in his head, as though he instinctively knew it was not the kind of word he commonly used, or even thought.


He was not alone.


A woman. Twenties. She had long dark hair. She was wearing a long-sleeved cropped top and dark pants. Despite the way she was dressed the woman seemed to be carrying out the duties of a technician, but he could tell by the way she carried herself that she was physically capable, a fighter. His thought process was a tactical assessment. The shocked expression on her face suggested that she wasn’t an immediate threat even as she hurried toward him.


“Where...?” His throat was raw as if he hadn’t used it in an age.


“Easy, just breathe...”


He detected concern in her tone as he tried to swing himself off the table.


“I wouldn’t do that...”


His legs buckled and he hit the freezing floor.


“Not much of a listener...”


She crouched down next to him.


“Look at me. It’s okay. You’re okay.”


He looked up at her, her brown eyes meeting his. Seeing no ill intent there. Then he saw the piece of tech fused with the flesh of her neck. It looked like some kind of breathing apparatus. That wasn’t right, he knew that wasn’t right. He was aware of his heart rate increasing, the change in his breathing. None of this was right!


“Where am I?”




CHAPTER 7


The recovery room was less like a morgue and much more like a hospital room, though he had absolutely no idea why he thought so. The room had one glass wall that looked out onto a nearly featureless corridor. The color scheme screamed institutional corporate, and it was full of diagnostic equipment; banks of screens displayed his biometrics and other more arcane information. The room was unguarded. The door didn’t look as though it had a locking mechanism but if it did he was pretty sure he could break through the glass, even if it was reinforced safety glass. Beyond the recovery room was an unknown quantity, however. He looked around for objects he could use as weapons... and then he found himself wondering why he appeared to be doing a tactical assessment of his surroundings as though it was second nature.


He was sat on the bed rubbing his temple and wincing. His headache felt like lightning shooting through his brain. What he couldn’t understand was how he seemed to know so much, have such awareness of the internal workings of his body, which he wasn’t sure was right, and yet still somehow not know who he was, which he was sure was wrong. He enjoyed the feeling of control over his body, however. He felt powerful, as though he was capable of anything. Except, apparently, remembering who he was.


Project Bloodshot. That was what the voice had said when he’d first become conscious. It would have to do as a name for the time being, a way to refer to himself if nothing else. Also it seemed to fit, somehow, and he found himself desperate to grab hold of anything that even vaguely resembled an identity.


The sliding door hissed open as the female technician returned, this time with somebody else. He was older, maybe forties, physically fit but no initial threat. The women held back and gestured toward where he was sat on the bed. The man stepped forward.


“Awake and cognitive. This is phenomenal,” he said.


Bloodshot watched the woman for a few moments longer before turning to look at the man.


“I know you guys?” he asked. There was a familiarity in their manner but he just wasn’t feeling it himself.


“Right, yes, of course.” The male appeared to be just brimming with enthusiasm and judging by their body language he was in charge. “Welcome to RST, Rising Spirit Technologies. I’m Dr. Emil Harting, this is my facility, and my esteemed colleague, KT.”


“Katy?” he asked them.


“Initials,” the woman said, quick to correct him. “K.T.”


Bloodshot turned to look at her. He remembered her helping him, the concern in her voice, the strange apparatus on her neck.


He could feel Harting’s eyes on him.


“Alright, look here, please.”


Bloodshot took his time looking back at the doctor. Harting produced a light pen and waved it in Bloodshot’s eyes.


“Dilation looks good,” the doctor mused, mostly to himself. “Eyes are clear, no redness.” Bloodshot found that a little ironic. “Retinas look healthy.”


“What am I doing here, what happened to me?” Bloodshot demanded, looking around, his eyes drawn back to KT for some reason before looking back to Harting as the doctor was pocketing the light pen. Bloodshot noticed Harting’s hand; it looked robotic, a very sophisticated prosthetic that appeared to be as functional as a normal hand. Bloodshot frowned and blinked once. This seemed to be a place for strange people.


“Tell me, do you remember anything?” Harting asked.


“Anything? That’s a little broad, doc.” Bloodshot analyzed his own speech. He seemed to have a particular syntax. Western United States perhaps? But with other elements as well, as though he’d traveled. How could he work this out but not know who he was? It made no sense, nothing here did.


“Sorry, yes, let’s start easy. Name, rank, serial number?” Harting asked.


“Sure. My name’s—It’s, uh... shit.” It was strange, for just a second Bloodshot had thought he had known his real name. Even though he’d previously been unable to remember it. His false confidence had come in the phrasing of the question, as though the answer had been drilled into him, that the answer should have been somehow instinctive. Then something occurred to him. “Wait... rank and serial number?” He knew this was important.
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